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ABSTRACT
SURVIVOR MEMORY, COLLECTIVE NARRATIVE: PRODUCING THE
“REMEMBERING THE KILLING FIELDS” EXHIBIT AT THE
NATIONAL CAMBODIAN HERITAGE MUSEUM
AND MEMORIAL IN CHICAGO, ILLINOIS
Alexxandra Salazar, M.A.
Department of Anthropology
Northern Illinois University, 2016
Judy Ledgerwood, Director
In 2011, the National Cambodian Heritage Museum and Killing Fields Memorial (NCHM)
opened an exhibition titled, Remembering the Killing Fields (RKF). The exhibit was formed from the
collection and curation of survivor memory in the form of life history interviews and documentary objects
representing the period of the Khmer Rouge regime in Cambodia (1975-1979). This research examines
the development process of the RKF exhibit, looking particularly at the negotiations, challenges, and
decisions that occurred behind-the-scenes between multiple groups involved in the exhibit’s design,
including first-generation Cambodian survivors, 1.5/2.0-generation Cambodian Americans, as well as
non-Khmer museum professionals and scholars. How did NCHM/CAI deal with the multiple, and
sometimes conflicting, expectations for the exhibit by the various groups involved in its development?
How did the museum balance efforts between goals of memorialization and education in the RKF
exhibit? How did politics of memory and representation affect the exhibit design? How does the
museum’s representation of the Khmer Rouge period compare to other narratives and forms of
representation of the period? This thesis explores the ways in which the Cambodian genocide is
represented, remembrance is enacted, and how survivors and communities affected by genocide gain
power and voice by producing survivor narratives in this memorial museum setting.

Keywords:
Cambodian Americans; Survivor memory; Collective narrative; Memory work; Genocide; Memorial
museum; Museum exhibition; Curatorial practices; Anthropology; Museum Studies; Southeast Asian
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
On the evening of September 15, 2011, members and friends of the Chicago Cambodian
American community gathered at the Cambodian Heritage Museum and Killing Fields
Memorial1 for the opening of their latest and most ambitious exhibition to date: Remembering
the Killing Fields. After guests were welcomed by the night’s emcee, the room fell quiet as a
Cambodian survivor led a moment of silence to remember the millions of lives lost during the
Cambodian killing fields. Breaking this silence, the memorial museum was filled with the steady
voices of local Cambodian Buddhist monks and Cambodian survivors chanting the metta sutra,
the discourse of loving kindness. Later that evening, guided by Cambodian survivors and
museum docents, guests received the first tours of the exhibit, which presents the stories of
Cambodians who lived through and survived the Khmer Rouge2 period in Cambodia (19751979) and the events that led to and unfolded during this dark chapter in Cambodia’s history.
1

The memorial was named after the documentary film, “The Killing Fields,” from which many Americans first
learned about the Cambodian genocide (Joffé director 1985). The museum and memorial’s name changed to the
National Cambodian Heritage Museum and Killing Fields Memorial in 2015.

2

The Khmer Rouge regime leaders referred to themselves as Angkar (‘the organization’). For more on the term
angkar see Hinton 2004. The Khmer Rouge government is referred to officially as Democratic Kampuchea. Later
referents (post-1979) include the “Pol Pot time” (named after the infamous leader) and the “Killing Fields” (a
reference to the mass graves in which Khmer Rouge soldiers placed the dead; also the title of the documentary film).
Throughout this work I use these terms interchangeably.

2
April 17, 1975 began the three-year-eight-month-twenty-day reign of the Khmer Rouge
regime. The events that transpired during this era led to the deaths of an estimated 1.7 million3
Cambodians and ethnic minorities. At the end of the Khmer Rouge period, hundreds of
thousands of Cambodian survivors were displaced, becoming refugees in neighboring border
camps and later resettling in new countries. Cambodian survivors who resettled in the US began
the strenuous process of rebuilding their lives and eventually established Cambodian
communities throughout the country. Chicago, Illinois came to have the tenth largest
concentration of Cambodians in the US. This research centers on a memorial museum, created
by the Cambodian Association of Illinois (CAI)— a nonprofit Cambodian American
organization in the heart of the Chicago Cambodian community— and an exhibition they
produced in 2011, Remembering the Killing Fields (RKF). This thesis focuses on how the
genocide is represented and how genocide remembrance is enacted in a memorial museum
setting. More specifically, this thesis is concerned with the collection and curation of survivor
memory (in the form of oral life histories) and documentary objects (e.g. photographs, artifacts,
video) used to produce the RKF exhibit. In this research, I examine the development process of
the RKF exhibit, looking particularly at the negotiations, challenges, and decisions that occurred
behind-the-scenes between multiple groups involved in the exhibit’s design (i.e. multiple
generations of Cambodian Americans on the museum’s board/staff and CAI’s board/staff,
scholars/museum professionals on the museum advisory committee, and other members of the
3

The number of deaths during the Khmer Rouge period has been debated for years. Some argue the toll is as great
as 3 million or more, while others have maintained a smaller figure. However, in recent years a general consensus
has been reached at 1.7 million deaths, including Cambodians (ethnic Khmer) and ethnic minorities. Refer to
Heuveline (1998) for further discussion of these debates. Cambodia’s total population prior to the Khmer Rouge
takeover in 1975 was approximately 8 million, including ethnic Khmer, Chinese, and ethnic minorities, making the
death toll between one-fifth and one-quarter of the population. See Hinton 2005, Kiernan 2008, and Dy 2007.

3
Chicago Cambodian community). The key research questions are: How did the
museum/curatorial team deal with the multiple, and sometimes conflicting, expectations for the
exhibit by the various groups involved in its development (e.g. first-generation Khmer survivors,
1.5/2.0-generation Cambodian Americans, non-Khmer museum professionals and scholars)?
How did the museum balance efforts between goals of memorialization and education in the
RKF exhibit? How did politics of memory and representation affect the exhibit design (e.g.
national narrative, politics, curatorial choices)? How does the museum’s representation of the
Khmer Rouge period compare to other narratives and forms of representation of the period (e.g.
autobiographies, exhibitions in Cambodia and the US, other memory work)? And, how does the
RKF exhibit create a space for dialogue on the Khmer Rouge genocide.4
Importance of the Research
When hundreds of thousands of Cambodian refugees fled their homeland to resettle in new
countries across the world they came carrying the weight of terrible memories and losses.
Because of the number of lives lost during the Khmer Rouge period, virtually every survivor has
lost at least one family member and it is not uncommon to hear of someone who lost nearly their
entire family during the Khmer Rouge as a result of starvation, exhaustion from forced labor,
disease, lack of proper medicine, and/or execution. The loss of family members was
compounded by the fact that culturally appropriate funerary rites were not permitted under the
Khmer Rouge. Instead bodies were irreverently left in mass graves. The Khmer Rouge targeted
individuals who practiced and transmitted significant Khmer cultural customs, had connections

4

Some debate revolves around the terminology used in the case of the Khmer Rouge period, whether it technically
fits the definition of “genocide” or “autogenocide.” For the sake of this thesis, I will use “genocide” as that is the
term used by CAI and the museum.
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or perceived connections to former Cambodian governments, or links to foreign governments
(e.g. monks, intellectuals, teachers, dancers, musicians, artists, etc.), because they were viewed
as threats to the new regime’s agenda. Under the Khmer Rouge, social order was disrupted. The
Khmer Rouge separated families, arranged forced marriages, and forbade religious practices,
education, the arts, the ‘traditional’ use of familial terms, and other key cultural practices.5
For Cambodians who survived and became refugees in foreign countries, the task of
rebuilding their lives, families, identities, and culture was affected by the ever-present memories
of life under the Khmer Rouge and by a longing for a life that existed before the Khmer Rouge.
Cambodians arriving in the US were faced with the weight of their memories, the loss of their
loved ones, and the dispossession of their capital, possessions, and official documents and
certifications, not to mention the challenges of adapting to a new society.6 Over thirty years have
passed since Cambodian survivors resettled in cities across the US, but memories of the Khmer
Rouge period are still fresh in their minds.
Many Cambodian Americans of the younger generations have grown up wondering about
the experiences of their parents. Those seemingly unspeakable experiences are ever-present in
the lives of those affected directly, as well as indirectly through the generations. For the children,
relatives, and friends of individuals who survived the Khmer Rouge period, it is hard to inquire
about the atrocities their loved ones had to endure. It is important to explore what visual and
public forums for genocide remembrance and representation of traumatic pasts have to offer
when it comes to expressing and discussing traumatic histories, not only because of implications

5
6

For more on the history of the Khmer Rouge period, see Chapter 2.

Birth certificates, diplomas, degrees, and other documents were either destroyed by the Khmer Rouge, or by the
holder to mask their previous status and thereby avoid elimination.
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for survivors and their families for communication, healing, and justice, but also to raise
awareness of genocide and other human rights issues, as well as refugee experiences among a
wider public. The Remembering the Killing Fields exhibit at NCHM is a perfect case to study
this in the Chicago Cambodian community, as it is a focal point within the community and is the
first of its kind to be produced in the US by a curatorial team led by Cambodian Americans.
Methods
This thesis takes the Remembering the Killing Fields (RKF) exhibit and the memorial
space at NCHM as its primary focus. I explore the development process of conceptualizing and
designing the RKF exhibit, the negotiations, debates, and decisions that occurred behind-thescenes between the individuals and groups involved in its creation. To answer my research
questions, I employed a qualitative methods approach, combining participant observation,
unstructured ethnographic interviews, semi-structured interviews, photo elicitation, visual
content analysis of the exhibit, and textual analysis of museum documents (e.g. meeting minutes,
exhibit designs, proposals, etc.). I was able to establish rapport with individuals at CAI and
NCHM through a summer internship I volunteered for at CAI in the summer of 2014, which
helped facilitate my research.
Participant observations took place at CAI, NCHM, and the Killing Fields Memorial,
beginning in spring 2014 and continued through spring 2016. I visited the site during regular
operating hours once or twice a week for approximately 2-4 hour intervals. I also made
arrangements with museum staff to observe scheduled group tours of the exhibit. During
participant observation, I paid special attention to how survivor and non-survivor docents
narrated the exhibit; how visitors responded to the docents and the contents of the exhibit during
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tours; what sorts of questions arose during tours; and any dialogue that occurred following a
viewing of the exhibit.
An unstructured ethnographic interview was conducted with the founding and current (at
the time of this research) executive director of CAI, Kompha Seth, who has been involved with
CAI since it was founded in 1976 and NCHM since its opening in 2004. Kompha was the driving
force behind the establishment of the museum and memorial. I was introduced to Kompha
through a mutual acquaintance when I first began interning at CAI. I conducted this interview
primarily to gather historical background information on CAI and NCHM before conducting
further data collection.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with five individuals who were involved in
the development process of the RKF exhibit. The interviews consisted of questions concerning
the interviewees’ involvement in the exhibit’s development, intended goals of the exhibit, the
selection process of elements in the exhibit (e.g. photographs, artifacts, text, etc.), issues or
challenges that may have come about during the exhibit’s development, and etc. The interviews
were conducted in English, audio-recorded with the permission of participants, and lasted for the
duration of one to two and a half hours each.
Two of the interviewees were male, first generation Cambodian Americans, one an
evacuee and current CAI board member, the other a survivor and previous museum staff
member. Two of the interviewees were white female American scholars, in the fields of
anthropology and museum studies, who served on the museum advisory board at the time of the
exhibit’s development. And the fifth interviewee was a female Japanese American who was an
intern at the museum during the exhibit’s development and currently works for CAI and NCHM.

7
Three of these interviews were conducted face-to-face in the museum’s library. I began
face-to-face interviews by sitting in the library with the interviewee and at an appropriate time
during the sequence of questions we proceeded to walk through the exhibit. This elicitation
method assisted with data collection by providing the interviewees with the visual aid of the
exhibit, which helped evoke detailed memories from the interviewees. This method was
particularly useful since the foundations and development of the exhibit began in 2006 and
occurred over the stretch of several years. Two of the interviewees live out-of-state, so I arranged
phone interviews with them. As these interviews were not in-person, I could not walk through
the exhibit with the participants. Instead, I substituted a photo elicitation method in place of
walking through the exhibit. I emailed the participants a set of photos of the exhibit prior to their
interview and asked them to look through the photos before and/or during the interview.
One additional semi-structured interview was conducted with the exhibit’s graphic
designer, a female, second-generation Cambodian American scholar and artist who lives out-ofstate. Due to the participant’s time constraints, this interview was shortened and conducted via
email correspondence. I also used the photo elicitation method with this participant. Informal
follow-up interviews were conducted with some of the other interviewees via email and/or
informal conversations in-person.
Interview data was supplemented with a visual content analysis of the Remembering the
Killing Fields exhibit and the memorial space (as they appeared from 2014 to present day). I also
conducted a textual analysis of documents and materials that were created and collected by
NCHM staff between the years of the exhibit’s conceptualization, design, and opening, between
2006/2008 to 2011, (e.g. CAI and NCHM meeting minutes, exhibit layout mockups, graphic
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design drafts of the exhibit panels, grant proposals, etc.).
A Note on Terms and Transliteration
For the purposes of this thesis, I will use the museum’s new name, or its acronym,
National Cambodian Heritage Museum (NCHM), except where referring to the museum in
historic context, in which case I will use the museum’s initial name, or its acronym, Cambodian
American Heritage Museum (CAHM). In part, this thesis concerns the dynamics of cultural
representation and the production of narratives, and more specifically how these are constructed
across three generations of Cambodian Americans: first, 1.5, and second-generation. In the
Cambodian case, 1.5 generation is a common term used to refer to individuals who were
children during the Khmer Rouge period or were born after the end of the Khmer Rouge in
refugee camps. I use the term Khmer to refer both to the language, culture, and ethnic majority of
Cambodia; used interchangeably with Cambodian. Although there is no universal system for the
transliteration of Khmer script into Roman script, for the sake of clarity and continuity, I follow
Franklin E. Huffman’s system, developed in 1983, with the modifications provided in Ebihara, et
al. 1994.
Limitations
Although I was able to build some rapport at the museum and CAI, thanks to
introductions made by my advisor, Dr. Judy Ledgerwood, and my internship at CAI, when it
came time to seek interview participants I experienced some challenges. First, the exhibit I focus
on was conceptualized and developed beginning 8 years ago, which not only affected the
availability of people to request interviews with but also potentially their memories. Second, as a
result of changes due to budgetary concerns at CAI around the time of the exhibit’s opening
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(2011), the museum was downsized and many of its staff members no longer worked there at the
time I began interviews. Both of these reasons made contacting potential participants difficult.
Due to the nature of the museum downsizing—which was unexpected and somewhat
shortsighted— some of the individuals I would have liked to interview declined or simply did
not respond to inquiries due to unresolved feelings. I would have liked to interview Ty Tim,7 a
first-generation survivor who worked on staff at the museum, because his contributions were
essential to how many aspects of the exhibit were shaped. I was unable to interview many of the
survivors and 1.5-generation Cambodian Americans who would have been able to fill in some of
the gaps in my knowledge of conversations and negotiations that took place between these two
groups. I was able to obtain some information about these interactions from the observations and
impressions of a few of the museum advisory committee members, a first generation individual,
and a 1.5-generation individual, but not much details of what occurred between the two
generations. I have attributed this complication to distance created by time and possible fallout
after the museum downsizing. Another possible reason for this difficulty connecting with certain
individuals may also have been affected by a cultural norm for Khmer, which is to establish
relationships/collaborations face-to-face. Since some of the individuals I hoped to interview live
outside of the Chicago area or out-of-state, this face-to-face connection was not possible and I
could only try to connect with them through phone or email. It also would have been great to
interview Amy Reichert, who was the exhibition designer, since her position on the curatorial
team gave her access to many of the conversations and decisions about what to include in the
exhibit and how to include them.
7

All of the names used in the thesis were acknowledged publicly in previous exhibit publications and/or are used
with consent of the participants.
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Future Research
Future research could look into the current perceptions and uses of the RKF exhibit from
the perspective of visitors, the six survivors whose life histories are featured in the exhibit, and
survivors who volunteer as docents. Interviews with and/or questionnaire surveys of these three
groups would be useful in future research. Due to limitations on time I was not able to address
this in the present thesis. Continued research would also be beneficial to learn more about parentchild interactions between survivors and younger generation Cambodian Americans at the
museum to see how the exhibit facilitates intergenerational dialogue in general and about the
Khmer Rouge period specifically.
Overview of Chapters
Chapter 2 provides a brief background of Cambodia’s recent history,8 outlining the
Khmer Rouge takeover and the conditions during the regime’s reign, as well as the subsequent
displacement of many Cambodian refugees who later resettled in the United States. Chapter 2
also provides the historical background of the Cambodian Association of Illinois and the
Cambodian American Heritage Museum and Killing Fields Memorial. Chapter 3 lays out the
theoretical frameworks and literature that have guided the research. Chapter 3 begins with a
discussion of the theoretical frameworks on narrative and memory. The next section of Chapter 3
provides a review of the national narratives on the Khmer Rouge period that have been produced
within Cambodia, but which have influenced narrative production in the diaspora as well.
Chapter 3 also covers theories regarding the exhibition and curatorial judgments of traumatic

8

Although Cambodia has a long and rich history prior to the Khmer Rouge era, it is relevant to begin at the on set of
this period as it served as the impetus for so many Cambodians resettling and establishing communities in the US,
and thus the creation of the museum and exhibit under study.
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pasts. Lastly, Chapter 3 briefly outlines some of the forms of Cambodian American ‘memory
work’ on the Khmer Rouge period. Chapter 4 provides a full description of the Remembering the
Killing Fields exhibit at NCHM as it appears today. Chapter 5 provides a reconstruction of the
development process of the RKF exhibit. Chapter 6 gives an overview of the museum’s guided
tour practices, including an outline of tour plans devised before the exhibit opened and
descriptions of present day practices from participant observation of tours with several different
types of groups. Chapter 7 presents the analysis and conclusion of the research.
After data collection, I was able to reconstruct the development process of the RKF
exhibit. I found that the exhibit provided the museum with these literary tools and other
curatorial/visual tools such as photographs and artifacts. So the exhibit became a medium
through which survivors and the Cambodian community could structure and gain control over
traumatic memories. I found that power dynamics entered into the production process of the
exhibit and the narrative it presents, particularly when it came down to negotiations between the
individuals involved in the exhibit production regarding decisions of what to incorporate into the
exhibit. I found that some artifacts, images, and other design elements caused some disagreement
between these individuals and that certain compromises had to be made in order to complete the
exhibit. I found that for the RKF exhibit there was a constant question regarding dual audiences.
Ultimately the museum chose to try to accommodate multiple audiences, which required them to
adopt multiple goals. I found that there existed a tension between their goals of education and
memorialization, rather than goals of providing legal evidence versus spiritual commemoration
as found in exhibitions in Cambodia. I also found that certain voices were elevated in the
production of the RKF exhibit and the narrative it conveys, while other voices were limited and
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controlled. In the process of producing the narrative of the exhibit the key actors who produced
the exhibit had to address the question of whose stories should be included and whose should
not. The conclusion chapter discusses how the museum addressed the question of inclusivity and
voice by including both individual stories and a collective narrative, so they could represent
multiple survivor perspectives. In addition, I expected data from participant observations to show
that the Cambodian community in Chicago utilizes the exhibit and memorial as a public space to
honor the spirits of loved ones they lost during the Khmer Rouge period, and that the museum is
a space where their losses could be publicly recognized. I found that the memorial museum and
the RKF exhibit do serve these purposes. The conclusion chapter discusses these findings more
fully.

CHAPTER 2
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
The Khmer Rouge Takeover and Life under Democratic Kampuchea
After years of foreign incursions and civil war under the former royal government and the
Lon Nol government of Cambodia (including US bombing),1 the Khmer Rouge2 defeated the
US-supported Lon Nol government3 on April 17, 1975 (Chandler 1991; Dy 2007; Kiernan 2002,
2008). The Khmer Rouge seized Phnom Penh, the capital city of Cambodia, sending their
soldiers into the city to forcibly evacuate the city’s residents. Residents were told to pack their
possessions and relocate to rural areas throughout the country (Dy 2007; Kiernan 2002, 2008;
Smith-Hefner 1999). Some were told only to pack enough for three days, as they would be able
to return soon (Dy 2007; Ly 2008). In the beginning, some Khmer welcomed the Khmer Rouge,
believing this meant an end to civil war and that this new government would be a better
alternative to the corruption-filled government of Lon Nol (Chandler 1991; Smith-Hefner 1999).
1

For more history on the development of the Khmer Rouge movement and the lead up to the Khmer Rouge
takeover, see Becker 1998; Chandler 1991, 2003; Dy 2007; and Kiernan 2008.

2

“Khmer Rouge” is the label King Norodom Sihanouk gave to the Communist Party of Kampuchea (CPK), who
opposed his government in the 1960s (Dy 2007). It translates as: ‘Khmer’ (Khmae) the term used to refer to the
ethnic majority of Cambodia and the language spoken by this majority, and ‘Rouge’ the French term for ‘red,’
meaning ‘Red Khmer,’ signifying their Communist affiliation.

3

Lon Nol was the president of the Khmer Republic (1970-1975). The Khmer Republic was the new government
established after General Lon Nol led a coup to overthrow King Norodom Sihanouk in 1970 (Dy 2007; Kiernan
2002).
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However, soon people across the country discovered that the promises made by the Khmer
Rouge were lies. By the time the Khmer Rouge had emptied the cities approximately two million
people, living in Phnom Penh and other urban areas, were driven out of their homes and into
rural areas for forced agricultural labor (Dy 2007; Chandler 1991). During the evacuations,
thousands of people died from executions and because they had little food and were required to
travel on foot (Dy 2007).
The Khmer Rouge implemented a radical revolutionary plan for the country, inspired by
Maoist and Marxist-Leninist communist ideologies (Dy 2007). They created a new government,
known officially as Democratic Kampuchea (DK) in 1976 (Dy 2007). The Khmer Rouge wanted
to transform Cambodia back into an agrarian society and rid it of all traces of foreign influence,
especially American imperialism. To achieve this, they halted economic activities; all forms of
currency and free markets were discontinued. All public schools and universities, as well as
religious buildings (e.g. pagodas, mosques, churches) were shut down, marking a prohibition on
formal education and religion under DK (Kiernan 2002). The Khmer Rouge turned many of
these abandoned buildings into “prisons, stables, reeducation camps and granaries” (Dy 2007:2).
Government services and buildings, including hospitals, were also closed (Dy 2007; Kiernan
2002). The Khmer Rouge forbade the practice of virtually anything related to traditional Khmer
culture (e.g. popular songs, music, dance, even language was modified).
The Khmer Rouge sought to erase all class distinctions and claimed to have been
successful, but in reality they simply replaced them with new class categories. A substantial
distinction existed between what the Khmer Rouge coined “Base people” and “New people” (Dy
2007; Kiernan 2002, 2008). “Base” or “Old people” were rural peasant farmers of the lower-
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middle class who supported the Khmer Rouge prior to April 1975 (Dy 2007; Kiernan 2002,
2008). Many of the Base people were motivated to join the Khmer Rouge out of fear or anger
towards foreign interventions, such as the damage and human losses caused by US bombings.4
“New” or “April 17th people” were urbanites of the middle-upper classes who were “liberated”
by the Khmer Rouge in 1975 (Dy 2007; Kiernan 2002, 2008).
Life under DK was devoid of individuality. Everyone, even Khmer Rouge cadre, were
provided with and required to wear plain black uniforms and a kroma.5 All agricultural
production was accomplished through collectivized work groups or large cooperatives. The
Khmer Rouge aimed to “produce three tons of rice per hectare throughout the country” (Dy
2007:2). In order to meet these demands, those living in labor camps were forced to work 12hour days all year-round without proper food or rest (Dy 2007).
The concept of family was also disrupted during Democratic Kampuchea (Becker 1998;
Dy 2007). Families were separated and placed in work teams, sometimes in distant labor camps,
based on their sex and age (Becker 1998; Smith-Hefner 1999). Individuals were told not to show
affection for anyone except Angkar6 (Dy 2007; Kiernan 2002; Smith-Hefner 1999). The Khmer
Rouge instructed all Cambodians to “believe, obey and respect only Angkar” and urged them to

4

Between 1969 and 1973, the United States’ Air Force bombed the Cambodian countryside in attempts to impede
northern Vietnamese supply trails through Cambodia. Between 500,000 to several million tons of bombs were
dropped, resulting in the deaths of between 150,000 to 500,000 Cambodian military personnel and civilian peasants
and the displacement of many others. As a consequence, many who survived these bombings became enraged and
joined the Khmer Rouge, at the time known as the Communist Party of Kampuchea (CPK). (Kiernan 2002, 2008;
Schlund-Vials 2012). Other effects of the bombings included government destabilization and subsequent invasion
by the South Vietnamese and United States forces. Lon Nol was appointed the new government leader by those who
led the coup to overthrow Sihanouk, which was supported by the US and Vietnamese governments (Clymer 2004).

5

A kroma is a traditional Khmer checkered scarf that has many functions (e.g. protection from the sun, carrying
objects, etc).

6

Angkar (ângka) is a Khmer word meaning ‘the organization.’ The Khmer Rouge leadership adopted the term to
refer to themselves and their cadre.
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consider the Khmer Rouge as their new mother and father (Dy 2007:2). Children and adolescents
were removed from their actual families “in an effort to supplant familial bonds with allegiance
to the revolutionary state” (Smith-Hefner 1999:2). Worse than making them consider their
captors as “family,” they were then indoctrinated with Khmer Rouge rhetoric and told to report
their family members to Angkar if they expressed anti-revolutionary sentiments or complained
(Smith-Hefner 1999).
Soon after their rise to power, the Khmer Rouge regime began arresting and/or killing
soldiers, military officers, civil servants, and anyone else loosely associated with the previous
government led by Lon Nol (Dy 2007). Anyone who resisted the Khmer Rouge or who was
suspected of having anti-revolutionary opinions was arrested, imprisoned, tortured, and/or
executed. As a result of raging paranoia, Pol Pot7 and the central leadership ordered a series of
purges and mass executions throughout the regime. Internal purges sought to weed out any
Khmer Rouge officials suspected of treachery against the revolution.8 Over the duration of their
reign, the Khmer Rouge executed “intellectuals; city residents; minority people such as the
Cham, Vietnamese and Chinese; and many of their own soldiers and party members, who were
accused of being traitors” (Dy 2007:2). Approximately ninety percent of all artists, including
dancers, musicians, and painters, were also targeted as they were bearers of cultural knowledge
and were considered as having connections to the former governments (Phim and Thompson
2001). “By early 1979, approximately 650,000 or one quarter of the Khmer ‘new people,’ and
675,000 Khmer ‘base people’ (15 percent), had perished” (Kiernan 2002:486). Over half of
7

Pol Pot is the pseudonym chosen by Saloth Sar, a French-educated Cambodian communist and leader of the Khmer
Rouge.

8

Some Khmer Rouge officials purged from leadership fled to Vietnam, seeking help from Hanoi’s army (Kiernan
2002).
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Cambodia’s ethnic Chinese population and nearly half of the Cham population died between
1975-1979 (Kiernan 2002). Other ethnic minorities were also killed or deported (Kiernan 2002).
An estimated fifth or quarter of Cambodia’s total population died during the Khmer Rouge
period as a result of starvation, exhaustion from forced labor, disease, lack of proper medicine,
and outright execution.
During their reign, particularly from 1977, the Khmer Rouge continued to battle with its
neighboring countries (i.e. Vietnam, Laos, and Thailand) (Kiernan 2002; Dy 2007). On January
7, 1979, thousands of Vietnamese soldiers attacked Phnom Penh and “liberated” Cambodia from
the Khmer Rouge (Kiernan 2002; Dy 2007). The remaining Khmer Rouge leaders and cadre
retreated to the mountain regions on the Cambodia-Thai border. With help from the Vietnamese,
former communist leaders who had fled to Vietnam to avoid execution by the Khmer Rouge
established a new government, the People’s Republic of Kampuchea (PRK) (Kiernan 2002).
Those who were held captive in Khmer Rouge labor camps and prisons were released and able to
return to their homes or leave the country. The newly formed government began to re-establish
institutions throughout the country, but continued to battle Khmer Rouge holdouts.
After the Vietnamese invasion in 1979, the Khmer Rouge retained a certain level of
power for the next decade or so, holding the seat in the UN, fighting the new Vietnamese-backed
PRK government while receiving support from Thai and Chinese governments, and evading any
legal charges in international courts (Kiernan 2002). Cold war policies in several countries,
including the US, enabled the Khmer Rouge to retain support and power (Kiernan 2002;
Schlund-Vials 2012). In 1989 and 1990, international acknowledgement of the Khmer Rouge
crimes began to be recognized by the UN, but only vaguely as “the universally condemned
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policies and practices of the recent past,” or as human rights violations, with no mention of the
term genocide (UN General Assembly quoted in Kiernan 2002:489). It was not until 1991 that
the Human Rights sub-Commission of the UN finally, publicly acknowledged the Khmer Rouge
crimes as genocidal “in an official international forum” (Kiernan 2002:490). The UN noted “the
duty of the international community to prevent the recurrence of genocide in Cambodia”
(Resolution of the UN Human Rights sub-Commission quoted in Kiernan 2002:490). In 1997,
Cambodian authorities requested that the UN create an international tribunal (Kiernan 2002).
This prompted the UN to send a Group of Experts to compile and examine evidence of the
Khmer Rouge violations. In 1999, these experts reported “that the Khmer Rouge regime had
committed not only war crimes and crimes against humanity, but also genocide and other
violations of the 1948 UN Genocide Convention,” and they encouraged the establishment of an
international tribunal to judge the Khmer Rouge (Kiernan 2002:491). In 2006 a tribunal to judge
the remaining living leaders of the Khmer Rouge9 was officially set up and sponsored by the UN
(Hinton and O’Neill 2009). Support for an international tribunal was precarious until the US,
Japan, and several European countries agreed to finance the tribunal (Schlund-Vials 2012).
Cambodian Refugee Migration and Resettlement
When the Vietnamese invaded in January 1979, virtually ending the genocide, those who
survived the labor camps and/or prisons had a choice to make. They could return to their home
village or city, many of which had been destroyed during the DK period; create a new home
elsewhere in the country; flee to a neighboring country to seek asylum in border camps while
waiting for peace to return to Cambodia, in hopes of returning to their homes one day; or flee to
9

By this point, some of the Khmer Rouge leaders had died, including Pol Pot who died of natural causes in 1998
(Becker 1998; Kiernan 2002).
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a neighboring country to await relocation in a third country. Temporary relief was overshadowed
by new fears. The agricultural methods implemented by the Khmer Rouge, destruction from the
fighting, and the Khmer Rouge torching the harvest as they fled, and the fact that much of what
was grown was smuggled to other countries, left Cambodia with insufficient food supply for its
remaining population. The Khmer Rouge, who fled to the mountains when the Vietnamese
invaded, continued to resist and fight against Vietnamese forces in Cambodia, which placed
civilians in the crossfire. Additionally, Cambodians had developed a strong mistrust for
government authority, not only because of their experiences under the Khmer Rouge but also
because of a long-held hatred of Vietnamese. Many Cambodians felt that they had no option but
to leave their homes, country, and even their families behind. There was nothing left for them in
Cambodia; loved ones had died, homes were destroyed, possessions were lost or stolen. Even
forms of identification and official documentation (e.g. diplomas, certifications, licenses) were
burned or otherwise destroyed by the Khmer Rouge. All traces of their pre-Pol Pot lives were
lost except in their memories.
Approximately 600,000 Cambodians chose to leave Cambodia for various reasons, most
notably to escape continued fighting, famine, and fear of further persecution from the new
government (Ledgerwood, et al 1995; Smith-Hefner 1999). Most Cambodians fled to the Thai
border, but the journey required trekking through jungles, minefields, and mountains, and many
did not survive the grueling trip (Smith-Hefner 1999). To make matters worse, Thai soldiers
unexpectedly refused to allow 40,000 refugees into the country and mercilessly forced them back
into Cambodia where many died from landmines, Vietnamese gunfire, or starvation (SmithHefner 1999). Eventually, the US, Australia, and France promised to accept a number of
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refugees, easing Thai reluctance (Smith-Hefner 1999). By the end of 1979, refugee camps were
established for Cambodians in Thailand with support from the UN (Smith-Hefner 1999).
Although international relief workers hurried to lend support to refugees, conditions in the
refugee camps were precarious. The camps lacked social order and residents were often targets
of extortion, theft, and rape by “paramilitary thugs” (Smith-Hefner 1999:7). And the Thai
government could not be counted on to distribute proper and adequate resources and services
(Ledgerwood, et al 1995). Some Cambodians have expressed that it would have been easier to
survive in “post-Pol Pot Cambodia” (Ledgerwood, et al 1995:20).
As a consequence of the American Vietnam War, Cambodians, and other Southeast
Asian refugees in Thai refugee camps,10 had to go through a screening process before being
selected and allowed to resettle in the US, as well as other countries. Refugees were interviewed
and had to demonstrate that they were in fact refugees by definition (i.e. they had a well-founded
fear of persecution). They also had to be sponsored by an individual or a group already residing
in the states. Relatives that had already entered to US11 often became sponsors, but if an
individual or family did not have family members already in the states, they were sponsored by a
church or community organization.
After waiting in refugee camps for months, and in some cases years, Cambodians
resettled across the globe in nineteen different countries (Ledgerwood, et al 1995). In 1980,
approximately 16,000 Khmer refugees had been sent to the US for resettlement (Mortland 2002).
10

Along with Khmer refugees, Vietnamese, Lao, Hmong, and other ethnic minorities had also fled to Thailand to
escape the conditions in their home countries.

11

A few hundred Khmer students came to the US in the 1950s and 1960s to attend universities. A few thousand
Khmer evacuees fled to the US in 1975, just as the Khmer Rouge seized power. These were typically individuals
who had worked with the US government and/or military (Needham and Quintiliani 2007; Mortland and
Ledgerwood 1987)

21
Within six years an estimate of over 125,000 more Khmer refugees resettled across the US
(Mortland 2002). By 1992, the United States had accepted approximately 150,000 Khmer
refugees (Ledgerwood, et al 1995). More Khmer refugees resettled in the US than in any other
western country, in comparison to a total of 70,000 Khmer who resettled in countries such as
France, Australia, Canada, and Spain (Ledgerwood, et al 1995).
When entering the United States, refugees were either taken to processing centers or
directly to their sponsors, where they received English language training, job training, and
cultural awareness training, and were provided with affordable housing, clothing, and other
resources. Initial refugee resettlement policy in the US dispersed Southeast Asian refugees12 in
small groups, “scattering” them throughout the states. However, this policy proved to be
ineffective, as refugees who were initially resettled in areas distant from their relatives began
participating in secondary migration, moving to another location to be near other Khmer
(Mortland and Ledgerwood 1987; Needham and Quintiliani 2007). Mortland and Ledgerwood
have estimated that “at least 153,000 Southeast Asian refugees [had] left their initial placement
site in which they were deliberately placed with a sponsor” (297). Having failed, the original
resettlement policy was altered by the Office of Refugee Resettlement to a “cluster” policy,
which placed refugees in areas with sufficient employment opportunities, available housing, and
where other Southeast Asians had formed concentrated ethnic “enclaves.” According to
population figures per state, California received the most Southeast Asian refugees (over
307,000); followed by Texas (approximately 58,000); Washington state (over 35,000); New

12

‘Southeast Asian refugees’ refers to any refugees displaced during and after the era of the American-Vietnam
War, including Khmer, Vietnamese, Lao, Hmong, Mien, Thai Dam, Htin, Kammu, and Dega (Chan 2004; Um
2012).
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York, Illinois, and Pennsylvania (25,000 each); and Massachusetts, Minnesota, and Virginia
(over 20,000) (Mortland and Ledgerwood 1987). Cambodian communities had begun to form
across the states, with notably large populations in Long Beach, California; Lowell,
Massachusetts; and Seattle, Washington. As of 2012, more than 237,000 Cambodians and
Cambodian Americans live in the United States (Schlund-Vials 2012).
Under the “cluster” project, 154 Khmer cases were initially assigned to Chicago, Illinois,
which included individuals and families, totaling 718 Khmer refugees (Chan 2004). Many of the
Khmer refugees who settled in the Chicago area were from rural backgrounds (Chan 2004). Most
were able to acquire entry-level jobs in electronics work, factory work, and janitorial work, while
others found work in daycares and some white-collar jobs (Chan 2004). Some individuals and
families also established their own businesses; Cambodian-owned businesses comprise between
one-quarter and one-third of Southeast Asian businesses in the Uptown area (Chan 2004).
Although some Cambodians decided to leave Illinois for warmer climates, Chicago became the
home to the largest Midwestern Cambodian community, with the majority of community
members living in Uptown and Albany Park (Chan 2004). Some Cambodian American families
also began to move to the Chicago suburbs, such as Joliet, Skokie, and Arlington Heights.
According to the Illinois State Refugee Coordinator’s Office, in the 1990s approximately 6,000
Cambodians lived in the state of Illinois, however, others have reported the number was only
between 2,700 and 5,000 (Chan 2004). In 2015, the Cambodian Association of Illinois claimed
an estimated 4,200 to 5,000 Cambodians reside in Illinois.
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History of the Cambodian Association of Illinois and
the Cambodian National Heritage Museum and Killing Fields Memorial13
The Cambodian Association of Illinois (CAI), formerly known as the Cambodian Federal
Association, was founded in 1976 by Cambodian evacuees and refugees in order to assist the
thousands of Cambodian refugees who arrived in the states after escaping the Khmer Rouge
regime (K. Seth, interview, October 29, 2014). In 1980, CAI acquired 501(c)(3) non-profit status
as a social service organization. Under the Refugee Act of 1980, as part of the Mutual Assistance
Association (MAA) development of the Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR), CAI joined a
national organization, the Cambodian Association of America (CAA), as its Illinois chapter and
continued to aid Cambodian refugees in their resettlement in the United States (K. Seth,
interview, October 29, 2014). In 1983, CAI adopted its current name, the Cambodian
Association of Illinois, and disconnected from the Cambodian Association of America in order to
shift its focus from resettlement services to cultural and social services (K. Seth, interview,
October 29, 2014). As Cambodian refugees fled Cambodia and resettled in the US, fears of
losing Khmer culture and identity came to the forefront. Because of the destruction caused by the
Khmer Rouge, millions of people and the cultural knowledge they possessed were lost. This
created an urge to salvage Khmer culture in the US. CAI opened as an MAA, but eventually it
became more, a center for cultural maintenance and community support. The mission of CAI is
to assist Cambodian Americans in becoming “self-sufficient” so they can be “productive
participants in the United States,” while maintaining their culture and sense of community (CAI
booklet, “Book of Remembrance” 2003).

13

Formerly known as the Cambodian American Heritage Museum (CAHM) and Killing Fields Memorial.
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Since its inception, CAI has provided the Cambodian community of Chicago and greater
Illinois— approximately four to five thousand Cambodian Americans— with economic, social,
cultural, educational, and health services and programs (K. Seth, fieldnotes, July 7, 2014). CAI is
the only organization that offers bilingual and culturally appropriate programs geared to serve
the needs of Cambodian refugees and immigrants in the Chicago area. CAI also provides
services to a number of other immigrant and refugee groups in the area. Some of CAI’s programs
include English as a Second Language, citizenship, and civic engagement classes. CAI offers
employment preparation and placement services as well. CAI also has senior outreach programs
and senior home and healthcare services. A number of afterschool programs and summer
sessions for youth, including classes in Khmer (Cambodian) classical dance and music, are also
offered regularly. Khmer language classes are offered and incorporate speaking, reading, and
writing for heritage and non-heritage learners. Computer literacy classes are available to youth
and adults. In general, CAI also serves as a community center and holds events and celebrations,
such as the annual Day of Remembrance and New Year’s celebrations.
Beginning in 1999, CAI launched a Campaign for Hope & Renewal in order to expand the
Association’s new building space. Hope & Renewal would also help support an expansion of the
CAI’s services and programs. Additionally, Hope & Renewal would help create the Cambodian
American Heritage Museum and Killing Fields Memorial.
In 2000, CAI moved to its current location at 2831 West Lawrence Avenue, Chicago. The
three-story building is located in Chicago’s North Side, only two miles from a local Khmer
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Buddhist temple, the Cambodian Buddhist Association, on Argyle Street. Lawrence Avenue is
14

a street where many immigrant groups have settled and opened up businesses over the years.
This is evident from the many ethnically diverse businesses along Lawrence Avenue, including
restaurants, laundry mats, travel agencies, bookstores, dental offices, retail stores, and more. The
many storefronts down Lawrence Avenue exhibit store signs in many languages, including
Korean, Spanish, Vietnamese, Arabic, Khmer, English, and more. When the CAI building comes
into view, it is instantly distinguishable from the other buildings on Lawrence. The exterior of
the building was originally an average-looking Chicago office building, but it is now emblematic
of the Association’s and the community’s cultural identity. A portion of the building retains its
office appearance, but on the face of the building a large hand-carved replica of Khmer motifs
prominent in ancient Angkorean temples gives CAI’s building a distinct Khmer identity (See
Figure 1). It is also the only building on the street with signage in Khmer. The second floor of
the building is where the CAI social service offices and meeting rooms are located. The first
floor (street level) is reserved for the museum and Killing Fields Memorial. It consists of a front
reception area Morodok,15 the museum gift shop; one exhibition takes up the majority of the
floor space; the Killing Fields Memorial; a library/archive room; and bathrooms. The basement
floor houses the museum collections, classrooms, and space for community activities and
museum programs.

14

Two Cambodian Buddhist temples were established in Chicago when Cambodian refugees resettled in the area.
The majority of Cambodians practice a form of Theravada Buddhism, combined with elements of animism. A
smaller number of Cambodians follow Islam and Christianity.

15

Morodok translates to ‘heritage, legacy, or inheritance.’
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Figure 1: Street view of the CAI and NCHM building.

In the early 2000s, CAI felt there was still a need for psychological healing in the
Cambodian community due to community members’ experiences during the Khmer Rouge
period and in the years that followed in refugee camps and resettling in the US (K. Seth,
interview, October 29, 2014). In order to better understand how the community felt and what the
community needed, CAI administered a five-question survey to one hundred Cambodian
Americans, both first and second-generation, in the Chicago community. From the survey
responses CAI found three common feelings: ‘self-defeat/lack of self-confidence,’ ‘selfhatred/lack of self-esteem,’ and ‘self-isolation/lack of trust’ (K. Seth, interview, October 29,

27
2014). Kompha Seth, a Cambodian American who arrived in the US in 1975 and the current
executive director of CAI, explains these results:
Number one is ‘self-defeated’…It means they [have a] cannot-do mentality. [They feel
like] “Oh we are poor,” “Oh we cannot work,” “Oh we have no money to send the kids to
school.” Everything that they cannot [do]… [Number two is] ‘self-hatred.’ Every time they
talk about Cambodia they hate: they hate Cambodia, they hate the Khmer Rouge, they hate
the killing, they hate everything…They sit down and blame and they just curse at
anything… And that polluted the young generation. Some of the young children of those
groups of people they do not want to identify themselves as Cambodian people. They do
not want to identify they from Cambodia because [they feel] everything about Cambodia is
bad. [Number three is] ‘self-isolated.’ Some families they didn’t want to be associated with
the [Cambodian] community. They isolate themselves far far away [in] remote areas. They
didn’t want to communicate with the community, they just cut themselves off from the
community. (K. Seth, interview, October 29, 2014)
From the survey results, CAI concluded that there was a need to provide ways to increase ‘selfempowerment,’ civic engagement, cultural pride, positive self-image, and a sense of ownership
and belonging in the community (K. Seth, interview, October 29, 2014). To provide
opportunities for empowerment CAI decided to increase programs that promote civic
engagement through citizenship, voting, community development, organizing, advocacy,
employment, and education. In order to build cultural pride and a more positive self-image, CAI
instituted programs that focus on the “social, psychological, and emotional well-being” of the
community by teaching and sharing the beauty of Khmer arts, culture, and language. To build
sense of ownership (of CAI) and sense of community, CAI created programs for leadership
training, scholarship, professional career development, and education. During this time the idea
of creating a memorial for the victims of the Khmer Rouge period and a Cambodian heritage
museum began to surface. The hope was to create a space where Cambodian Americans could
commemorate the loved ones they lost during the Khmer Rouge years and showcase Cambodian
history and culture in a public setting. However, not all members of the community agreed that
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creating a memorial museum was a good idea. According to Seth, some members would have
preferred to forget the pain and tragedy of the past. Others thought it would not be possible to
create a Cambodian memorial museum in Chicago, believing it “should be done in California, in
New York, in Minnesota, [or] the state of Washington, where most Cambodians live.” Many
others, however, believed remembering the past was crucial for healing and preventing the past
from reoccurring, thus they felt building a memorial museum was an appropriate step for CAI to
take. Seth believes the community needs to remember, not forget, and that the memorial museum
is a place “where the people who suffer[ed] so much can come to heal [from the] past and then
[are able to] move on, because we need to.” Seth also feels the memorial museum is an outlet to
remember what the Cambodian government would prefer its people, transnational diasporic
communities included, to “eliminate [the] memory” of, namely the Khmer Rouge period (K.
Seth, interview, October 29, 2014).
The Killing Fields Memorial was built when CAI moved to its permanent location
(Lawrence Avenue) and is a permanent fixture at CAI. The memorial is located at the southwest
corner of the first floor. The memorial was designed by local Cambodian American architects.
The beginning of the memorial space is demarcated by a jade statue of a bodhisattva16 that sits in
front of the memorial, designating it as the transition between exhibit space and commemorative
space (See Figure 2). The memorial is composed of the Wall of Remembrance, a collection of
eighty glass panels organized in four tiered rows, and a marble column at the center inscribed
with a lotus flower and the message: “We Continue Our Journey with Compassion,
Understanding, and Wisdom.” A small altar sits in front of the Wall of Remembrance, which
16

A bodhisattva is a Buddha-to-be who has the capability to reach nirvana, total cessation of suffering and rebirth,
but has chosen to stay on earth to help protect and guide others on the path to enlightenment.
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contains a lotus-shaped stone incense holder, a mythical-bird-shaped fixture that holds seven
candles, a large ceramic urn, and often bouquets of flowers brought by community members (See
Figure 3). The seven candles are symbolic of the seven days of the week, every day the Khmer
Rouge tried to kill people living in the labor camps. The eighty glass panels are inscribed with
the names of individuals who lost their lives during the Khmer Rouge. Most of the names
currently engraved in the panels belong to family members of current Illinois residents.
However, CAI welcomes members of the Cambodian diaspora to submit additional names of
their loved ones to be etched into the panels. When visiting the Memorial, guests are greeted by
the sounds of Khmer funerary music and chanting. As they enter the memorial space, visitors are
met with the tranquil blues and purples of the glass panel backlighting. Guests are invited to take
their time paying their respects and may participate in a ritual lighting of the candles.
Despite initial controversy, CAI went forward with establishing the Cambodian American
Heritage Museum and Killing Fields Memorial (CAHM). When CAHM opened in 2004 it
became the first Cambodian heritage museum in the United States. Today, CAHM is the only
active memorial museum in the US devoted solely to maintaining Cambodian culture,
memorializing the lives lost during Khmer Rouge period, and promoting genocide awareness and
education. The memorial museum strives to document the hardships and accomplishments of
Cambodian refugees who resettled in the US, to celebrate the resilience and beauty of
Cambodian culture, and to memorialize the millions of lives lost during Pol Pot’s reign (19751979). The memorial museum also serves as a significant resource for educating younger
generations of Cambodian Americans about the history of Cambodia and their cultural heritage.
The memorial museum aims to raise awareness among the general public and Cambodian
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Americans of genocide, war, and human rights issues (K. Seth, interview, October 29, 2014). In
addition to exhibitions, CAHM also hosts classes, special lectures, community events, film
screenings, workshops, concerts, and other arts and culture programming for the community and
the public.

Figure 2: Bodhisattva statue marking the transition into the memorial space.
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Figure 3: Interior of the Killing Fields Memorial

In addition to welcoming the community and public to visit the Killing Fields Memorial on
a daily basis, CAHM and CAI also host an annual Cambodian Day of Remembrance. Many
Cambodian American survivors and families in the Chicago area have used CAI/CAHM as a
space for commemorating the anniversary of the Khmer Rouge era for years, however, the Day
of Remembrance was officially instituted as an annual community event at CAI/CAHM just
months after the Remembering the Killing Fields exhibit opening. Within a few months of the
exhibit’s opening and the first official Day of Remembrance hosted by CAI/CAHM, the Day of
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Remembrance was formally acknowledged by the state of Illinois. In May of 2012, the Illinois
House of Representatives composed and adopted a resolution formally designating April 17th as
the Cambodian Day of Remembrance in Illinois, officially recognizing the Chicago Cambodian
community. The Day of Remembrance honors the spirits of loved ones who did not survive the
Khmer Rouge period and celebrates the lives of survivors. In the past, the Day of Remembrance
has included performances by traditional Khmer music ensembles and Khmer classical dance
(e.g. Robam chhoun por, the Blessing Dance, accompanied by pin peat orchestra), recitation of
the Cambodian and American national anthems, remarks from CAI board and staff, readings of
the Day of Remembrance statement, keynote speeches, and film screenings.
To date CAHM has produced four major exhibits: 1) Our Journey Continues, 2) Khmer
Spirit: Arts and Culture of Cambodia, 3) Cambodia Born Anew, and 4) Remembering the Killing
Fields. The museum’s first exhibit, Our Journey Continues, opened in 2004. This first exhibit
recounted the journey of Cambodian refugees beginning with Cambodia’s recent history and
moving through the Khmer Rouge period, life in refugee camps, and ultimately resettlement and
establishment of new lives in the US. The exhibit featured eight historiographic and ethnographic
panels, including: 1) Revolution, recounted the Khmer Rouge takeover in 1975; 2) Devastation,
conveyed the destruction caused by the Khmer Rouge between 1975 to 1979; 3) Struggling,
expressed the difficulties and uncertainties of life in the refugee camps; 4) Searching, revealed
the urgency of finding sponsorship opportunities for resettlement in host countries; 5)
Sponsorship, explained the sponsorship process and included testimonies of a sponsor and a
refugee; 6) Arrival, expressed the mixed feelings of excitement and anxiety that affected newly
resettling refugees; 7) Responding, told the story of how a Cambodian organization in the US
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reached out to assist Cambodians fleeing Cambodia and eventually became the Cambodian
Association of Illinois; and 8) Organizing, described how the Cambodian community in Chicago
began to organize and expand the association in the 1980s and 1990s. Our Journey Continues
displayed photographs that Cambodian survivors managed to save from destruction by the
Khmer Rouge (K. Seth, interview, October 29, 2014).
The second and third exhibits were produced through collaboration between CAHM and
Northern Illinois University’s (NIU) Anthropology Museum. The Khmer Spirit: Arts and Culture
of Cambodia exhibit sought to display the beauty and variety of Cambodian arts and to celebrate
“the beauty, grace, and talents of the Cambodian people” (CAHM website). This exhibit featured
artifacts from various Khmer art forms, including wood and stone sculptures, dance costumes
and masks, musical instruments, paintings, textiles, and more. The Cambodia Born Anew exhibit
aimed to demonstrate what the everyday lives of Cambodians living in rural Cambodia were like.
The exhibit displayed everyday objects used by Cambodians (e.g. fishing tools, agricultural
tools, textiles, weaving instruments, and Buddhist artifacts). Funded by a Henry Luce Foundation
grant, representatives from CAHM and NIU travelled to Cambodia to acquire artifacts for these
two exhibits.17 From 2007 to 2008, Khmer Spirit was on display at CAHM and Cambodia Born
Anew was displayed at NIU’s Anthropology Museum. The two exhibits switched locations in
2008; Cambodia Born Anew was housed by CAHM until 2010.
The fourth and current exhibit, Remembering the Killing Fields, opened in 2011. This
exhibit documents life under the Khmer Rouge by following a sequence of four major themes: 1)
“Clearing the Cities,” 2) “Destroying Society,” 3) “Constant Fear,” and 4) “The Killing Fields.”
17

Since exportation of ancient Khmer sculpture and other ancient artifacts is illegal, replicas were purchased or
produced in Chicago.
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The Remembering the Killing Fields exhibit provides historical and ethnographic information
about the Khmer Rouge period and includes artifacts and photographs from the time, as well as
memories of survivors conveyed through quotes from life history interviews. As the
Remembering the Killing Fields exhibit is the primary focus of this thesis, I will give a more indepth description of the exhibit in Chapter 4.
Kompha Seth calls CAHM a “living museum,” saying that it differs from other museums
because it can prompt very emotional and moving experiences for its visitors, and it involves
community input and changes according to what the community desires to see at the museum (K.
Seth, interview, October 29, 2014). Seth says, “the museum is the beauty of the memorial…the
museum is like the clothes, but the memorial [is] like the body, that’s why we have both” (K.
Seth, interview, October 29, 2014). The museum addresses the need for cultural maintenance by
sharing the arts and cultural customs that could have been lost during the Khmer Rouge period,
while the memorial is devoted to the community’s need for healing and memorialization of the
spirits of their loved ones (K. Seth, interview, October 29, 2014). “We [have] the memorial
because most people that came here they lost so much, lost their will, lost their soul, lost
everything, and their life split in two pieces…like in the daytime they feel like normal people
living in the US and at the nighttime they feel like they are in Cambodia” (K. Seth, interview,
October 29, 2014). Seth also believes the museum helps facilitate communication between the
first generation and younger generations and increases the younger generation’s understanding of
what happened to their parents and relatives:
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Some of the kids, the younger generation, express anger with their parents. They say that,
“Why didn’t you tell me the truth? Because you said you were okay…but at night you
dream [or have] nightmares [and] you cry. Why’d you say you are okay? Tell me what
happened inside [of] you.” And sometimes the kids they try to push the older generation to
express something that they [do] not want to share. And they [want to] understand they
say, “Oh I should know, I should learn that.” So I think that’s pretty important. (K. Seth,
interview, October 29, 2014)
CAHM helps close this “gap” between the generations (K. Seth, interview, October 29, 2014).
Since the museum’s opening in 2004, thousands of people from Illinois, across the nation,
and even the globe have visited its exhibitions. Since opening, CAHM has produced four major
exhibitions, a number of smaller temporary exhibits, countless programs, and hosted numerous
artists-in-residence and over 400 teachers for special projects, workshops, and seminars. Its
library and archives houses a collection of over 750 resources from books, rare manuscripts,
newspapers, magazines, documents, photographs, and oral histories. The collection is available
to the public for research purposes.
CAI is currently working on a new capital campaign, Beyond Survival, to renovate and
expand its building space and programming. CAI hopes to create additional exhibition space so
that CAHM can display multiple exhibitions simultaneously, while also retaining Remembering
the Killing Fields as a permanent exhibit. They also hope to design a “Healing Gardens” on the
building rooftop, expand the library archive space, enhance programming, and develop an online
digital archive collection. In addition, CAI would like to expand the annual Day of
Remembrance to a national level, encouraging Cambodian communities across the US to
participate in collective commemoration and creating a mobile exhibit and symposium to travel
across the States (K. Seth, interview, October 29, 2014).
In the winter of 2015, CAI and the museum board/staff decided to change the name of the
museum to the Cambodian National Heritage Museum and Killing Fields Memorial. Previously
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known as the Cambodian American Heritage Museum and Killing Fields Memorial, they
decided to make this change in hopes of attracting national and international support and
recognition for the museum.

CHAPTER 3
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND REVIEW OF LITERATURE
This chapter presents the theoretical frameworks and literature that have guided this
research, beginning with a discussion of theories on narrative and memory. A review of the
national narratives of the Khmer Rouge period produced within Cambodia and the politics of
memory that impacted these productions follows. This chapter will also cover a review of the
exhibition and curatorial judgment of traumatic pasts in general. Lastly, the chapter will briefly
outline some of the forms of ‘memory work’ on the Khmer Rouge period produced by
Cambodian Americans in the diaspora.
Narrative and Memory
This thesis revolves around the concepts and issues of memory, trauma, and narrative,
especially considering the foundation of the RKF exhibit, which was built on the life histories of
survivors of the Khmer Rouge period. The memories of individual survivors and of a collective
community are woven throughout the historical narrative presented in the RKF exhibit.
Understanding how traumatic memory affects the production of narratives is crucial to this
thesis.
In his work, Silencing the Past, Michel-Rolph Trouillot (1995) discusses the production
of historical narratives and the power differentials inherent in such productions. These narrative
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constructions involve the “uneven contribution of competing groups and individuals who have
unequal access to the means of such production” (1995:xix). Trouillot contends there are two
meanings of the term history: 1) emphasizes what happened, what Trouillot calls “the facts of the
matter,” that is, “the sociohistorical process;” and 2) that which is said to have happened, the
story about what happened, that is, “our knowledge of that process or on a story about that past”
(1995:2). Trouillot asserts that the boundary between these two meanings is not always clear, it
is fluid, stressing the importance of context. He argues that there have been two major schools of
thought when it comes to history, positivism and constructivism. The positivist viewpoint
emphasizes the distinction between the historical process and what is written about it (i.e.
historical knowledge), and argues that, “the role of the historian is to reveal the past, to discover
or, at least, approximate the truth. Within the positivist viewpoint power is unproblematic,
irrelevant to the construction of the narrative” (1995:5). The constructivist position emphasizes
the overlap between the historical process and historical narratives, and argues that everything is
an interpretation. In its strong form constructivism argues that, “the historical narrative bypasses
the issue of truth by virtue of its form” (1995:6). In its ‘logical form,’ it views, “…the historical
narrative as one fiction among others” (1995:6). Trouillot critiques both viewpoints, arguing that
“the positivist view hides the tropes of power behind a naïve epistemology, the constructivist one
denies the autonomy of the sociohistorical process” (1995:6). Trouillot asserts that we should
move beyond the dichotomies that these positions produce, and instead embrace the fluidity
between the two sides of history.
Trouillot contends that every historical narrative makes a claim to truth and rules exist to
govern these claims. These rules are dependent on the context of time and space, but there are
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formal constraints (e.g. authority, continuity, depth, interdependence) that enforce them and
determine what constitutes a “credible” history/historical narrative. “Nowhere is history
infinitely susceptible to invention” (Trouillot 1995:8). Trouillot contends that history is not
fixed; it is constructed by the memories of individuals and groups. The past is only ‘the past’ in
relation to the present, “...the past– or, more accurately, pastness– is a position” (1995:15). The
past and present are inseparable in this sense. Trouillot also asserts that the production of history
always involves a specific historical context (1995:22).
Trouillot argues that people are involved in the sociohistorical process and the production
of historical narratives in three capacities: 1) as agents – “occupants of structural positions,” (i.e.
class, status; e.g. workers, mothers); 2) as actors – “in constant interface with a context,”
dependent on the “historical particulars that define situations;” and 3) as subjects – “voices aware
of their vocality” (e.g. workers as subjects of a strike) (1995:23). As subjects, people “define the
very terms under which some situations can be described” (1995:23). There can be no strike
without workers, and there can be no complete narrative of a strike without including both why
the workers are on strike and what they hope to gain from raising their voices and going on
strike. In this subjective capacity, people become involved in the sociohistorical process and the
narrative production simultaneously.
Within the process of narrative production, “power makes some narratives possible and
silences others” (Trouillot 1995:25). To track the power differentials involved in the production
of narratives, Trouillot outlines four moments when silences are produced in the process of
historical construction: 1) when sources are made – “the moment of fact creation;” 2) when
archives are made – “the moment of fact assembly;” 3) when narratives are made – “the moment
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of fact retrieval;” and 4) when history is made – “the moment of retrospective significance”
(1995:26). These silences “appear in the interstices of the conflicts between previous
interpreters” (28), in the “uneven contribution of competing groups and individuals who have
unequal access to the means of [historical narrative] production” (1995:xix). Power is connected
to each of these moments in “which stories get told, which get forgotten, when, and by whom, is
inextricably linked to the power to tell and to remain silent” (Caswell 2014:10). Power is part of
the story, not outside of it (Trouillot 1995). But power does not enter the story all at once; it can
appear in different times and contexts. Tracking when silences enter the production of narratives
helps “expose when and where power gets into the story” (Trouillot 1995:28). Each historical
narrative is produced in its own unique context and therefore must be addressed and assessed on
a case-by-case basis. Trouillot reminds us that the production of history is ongoing and that it
“begins with bodies and artifacts: living brains, fossils, texts, buildings” (1995:29).
In Of Performance and the Persistent Temporality of Trauma, Boreth Ly (2008) brings
the discussion of historical narratives into the context of traumatic memory and narratives. Ly
recounts a personal narrative of his experiences as a young boy who lived through and survived
the Khmer Rouge time. In his essay he discusses the trauma experienced by Khmer who lived
under Democratic Kampuchea firsthand, interweaving his personal experiences with historical
knowledge of the time. He tells his story in four parts: (1) Utopian Vision, a happy childhood
halted by the abrupt reality of the Khmer Rouge takeover; (2) Haunted Vision, elucidates the
horrors of S-21, the Khmer Rouge’s most infamous prison and torture center, and his first visit to
the S-21 complex when it was transformed into a museum; (3) Devastated Vision, describes the
multifaceted ways the Khmer Rouge took the vision of their victims: physically through
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blindfolding, decapitation, death, mentally through psychological trauma, and intellectually
through a loss of ability to think analytically; and (4) Memorialized Vision, illustrates the ways
survivors (and others) attempt to reconstruct their broken, traumatized memories through the
production of art and memorialization. The original performance and the textual reproduction of
Ly’s essay were accompanied by four movements of Mahler’s Symphony No. 4 and
complementary photographs. After the reproduction of his essay, Ly explains that he affixed the
four sections of his narrative to this symphony in search of a way to find the peace and order
that, as a survivor, he is always grasping for:
I remember my childhood rather well because it represented a utopian world, which many
Khmer orphans of my generation choose to hold onto because of our longing for that one
brief moment of peace. This longing for totality and wholeness, for a history without
brutal fragmentation, explains my desire to structure my narrative according to this
symphony by Mahler. (Ly 2008:123)
Throughout the sections of his essay Ly discusses the effects of trauma on memory and
imagination. He continues this discussion in an analytical section at the end of his paper. Ly
contemplates how he and other survivors feel about the memories of traumatic events, and
recalls an explanation by an older Khmer writer:
It is the atrocity of the Khmer Rouge. Even if you are reaching in your imagination for a
new destination, you cannot get past their cruelty. When you try to write something
without mentioning the Khmer Rouge, you can’t. The next generation will forgive that,
they will forget, but for us, we cannot forgive it. (Soth Polin quoted in Ly 2008:124)
Ly maintains that there are many ways to attempt explaining the issues of trauma and memory.
He relates his own contemplation of why he feels the need to create, write, and/or perform
personal narratives of painful and traumatic pasts. Ly’s position is in agreement with Susan
Brison’s (1999) analysis on trauma and memory, which accounts for the inconsistency and

42
fluctuating nature of memory: “Memories of traumatic events can be themselves traumatic:
uncontrollable, intrusive, not chosen — as flashbacks to the events themselves” (40). Ly also
agrees with Brison’s assessment of survivors’ narrative:
In contrast [to traumatic memory], narrating memories to others (who are strong enough
and empathetic enough to be able to listen) empowers survivors to gain more control over
the traces left by trauma: Narrative memory is not passively endured; rather, it is an act of
the part of the narrator, a speech act that defuses traumatic memory, giving shape and
temporal order to the events recalled, establishing more control over their recalling.
(Brison 1999:40)
Brison argues that this narrative process helps survivors in remaking a (new) version of their self
(Brison 1999). Ly concludes that his urge to form and perform a personal narrative extends from
a longing to gain control over the disruptive, uninvited, and traumatic memories of his past that
still haunt him. The narrative process helps him to “make sense of [his] own traumatic past” and
“this process contributes to the remaking of a self” (Ly 2008:128). Likewise, David Chandler
asserts that in Cambodian culture narratives provide an outlet for creating order from the disorder
in life (Hansen and Ledgerwood 2008). Perhaps it is, as James E. Young (1993) has contended:
Almost as if violent events—perceived as aberrations or ruptures in the cultural
continuum—demand their retelling, their narration, back into traditions and structures
they would otherwise defy. For upon entering narrative, violent events necessarily reenter
the continuum, are totalized, and thus seem to lose their “violent” quality.
Ly affirms that although the memories will always remain painful, “now [he has] intellectual
control over this initially repressed and painfully chaotic experience,” but that such a process
requires a constant application of structure to traumatic memories that “resist being categorized
into a ‘finished product’ (2008:128-129).
Ly’s interpretation of his own traumatic memory, and that of other survivors of trauma, is
consistent with Lawrence L. Langer’s assessment of memory and narratives. Langer (1991)
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contends that there are different forms of memory. In his analysis of Holocaust survivor
testimonies, Langer finds that oral testimonies are often disrupted by a co-temporality— a
temporal rupture between past traumatic experiences and the present— brought on by “deep
memory.” “Deep memory” remembers past traumatic experiences (e.g. life in Auschwitz, life
during the Khmer Rouge) as they were back then. When giving oral testimonies, survivors may
attempt to reconcile their memories of traumatic pasts with their current lives, current selves, but
fail due to the disruptive power of deep memory. As Khatharya Um has stated: “Where home
and history evoke the imagery not only of familial warmth and belonging but also of reeducation
camps and killing fields, memory itself is fraught with contestation and contradictions”
(2012:832). In contrast, “common memory” gives the ability to recall past events from the
perspective of the present: “it restores the self to its normal pre- and post-camp routines but also
offers detached portraits, from the vantage point of today, of what it must have been like then”
(Langer 1991:6, emphasis added). Langer maintains that common memory enables one to
mediate atrocity.
In oral narrative, survivors may experience both common and deep memory without
necessarily having control over shifts between the two, or even recognizing that a shift took
place. On the other hand, written narratives offer survivors literary tools, such as “chronology,
description, characterization, dialogue, and above all, perhaps, the invention of a narrative
voice,” which can provide structure and the “appearance of form [which] is reassuring” (Langer
1991:41, 17, emphasis in original). Narrative voice “seeks to impose on apparently chaotic
episodes a perceived sequence” (Langer 1991:41). This suggests that, like Ly and Brison’s
assertions, written narrative has the potential to give survivors a method to reclaim some control
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over their recollection of traumatic memories. Additionally, written narratives can become “the
utmost commemorative act…The need to document, publicize, and transmit must be understood
as an extension of the simple but insistent desire to proclaim that those swept into the oblivion of
mass death were once here, were important, and above all were human, with personal dreams,
hopes, and disappointments” (Um 2012:841).
Langer also discusses how a “doubling” of the self can be produced when a survivor of
traumatic events strives to separate one’s self from past trauma to live in the present. This
process of “doubling” involves both deep memory and common memory, as evident in
Auschwitz survivor, Charlotte Delbo’s notion of living “beside” her past self: “I have the feeling
that the ‘self’ who was in the camp isn’t me, isn’t the person who is here…No, it’s too
unbelievable” (quoted in Langer 1991:5). However, this doubling may never be fully successful,
as deep memories are ever-present (Langer 1991). As well, the structure of written narratives can
only provide a temporary release from the temporal rupture provoked by deep memory (Langer
1991). Similarly, Um (2012) has expressed there is a common feeling in many Cambodian
survivors. For survivors, the day the Khmer Rouge took over is the day history stopped, “when
time bends and refracts under the illusion of irreversible rupture,” creating a sense of “living with
‘one body, two lives’– one before, and one after Pol Pot” (Um 2012:832). Um contends that, in
the context of forcibly dislocated refugees, “where rupture and entanglement, loss and
remembrance, coexist in accustomed tension,” time and space must be understood in terms of
“memory and imagination, and what Edward Said referred to as that ‘endless temporal notion in
which past, present, and future intertwine without any fixed centers’” (2006:9). This rupture and
entanglement results in an “inability to free themselves from the past” (Um 2006:9).
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National Narratives and the Politics of Memory in Cambodia
In the aftermath of destruction caused during the Khmer Rouge, surviving Cambodians
who remained in Cambodia have constructed narratives and memorial sites to tell the story of
and memorialize this period in Cambodian history. Other than private and community forms of
memorialization and remembering (e.g. personal memorials in homes, ceremonies in local
temples, village-sponsored stupas, etc.), national narratives and state-sanctioned memorial sites
have been produced in Cambodia. The Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum and the Choeung Ek
killing fields site have become the most prominent sites representing these national narratives. At
the center of the production of national narratives, the genocide museum, and memorial sites in
Cambodia are issues of authenticity, representation, “truth,” and a politics of memory (Caswell
2014; Hughes 2003; Ledgerwood 1997; Schlund-Vials 2012a/b; Thompson 2013; Tyner,
Alvarez, and Colucci 2012; Um 2012; Vickery 1984).
Judy Ledgerwood (1997) discusses how the Tuol Sleng prison complex was transformed
into a genocide museum, following the Vietnamese invasion in 1979, and how the construction
of the museum helped to produce and reinforce two patterns of narratives on the KR period.
Ledgerwood argues that the national narrative produced by the successor government, the
People’s Republic of Kampuchea (PRK), is a story of how the communist revolution was
hijacked and corrupted by the ‘Pol Pot-Ieng Sary-Khiev Samphan genocidal clique’ who
intentionally murdered millions of Khmer people, but were overthrown by the “true heirs to the
revolutionary movement” just in time to save the Khmer people from complete annihilation
(1997:82). This narrative positions the PRK government leaders as the heroes who were robbed
by the Khmer Rouge of their chance to lead the country into a new glorious system of
communism. This narrative also positions the Vietnamese as “liberators” who rescued Cambodia
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from being completely wiped out by the KR and subsequently installed the country’s rightful
leaders at the head of the new government. It conveniently leaves out any acknowledgment of
the newly installed government leaders’ involvement in the KR who were “former DK cadre and
remnants of the pro-Vietnamese wing of the Cambodian Communist Party” before they fled to
Vietnam (1997:91). Cathy J. Schlund-Vials (2012) contends that the rehabilitation of the Tuol
Sleng site as museum highlights the “politicized recovery work” of the Vietnamese-controlled
PRK government. Schlund-Vials argues that the PRK narrative “depended on vilifying the
former regime through allegations of genocide and depictions of war crimes” to support the
PRK’s claims to legitimation. The Vietnamese curator, Mai Lam, who designed the museum,
claims to have designed it to document KR crimes and provide proof and understanding to
average Khmer people, but that this was the sole purpose for creating the museum is made
disputable by the fact that the museum was open to foreigners before the general Cambodian
public (Ledgerwood 1997). The museum also serves to attract a foreign audience and
demonstrate to them that the genocide did in fact happen. State propaganda aiming to win Khmer
people over to support the newly formed Vietnamese-backed government, rather than the
resistance coalition, had a clear message: if you do not support us, the Khmer Rouge will regain
power over the country (Ledgerwood 1997). Khatharya Um (2012) argues that the Tuol Sleng
Genocide Museum and other forms of state-sanctioned memorialization such as the Choeung Ek
memorial site and the national Day of Anger, demonstrate the “institutionalization of political
memory” in Cambodia and “speak to the power to select, represent, and inform” (837). With
reference to the Vietnamese and PRK political agenda, Um asserts that Tuol Sleng “ceases to be
a place of mourning and instead becomes a political architecture, erected not as a memorial to
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the perished and for the purpose of remembrance and healing, but for regime legitimation”
(2012:837).
Questions of authenticity are also raised by TSGM’s design. No one disputes the
certainty of Tuol Sleng’s use as a prison, torture, and execution center during the Khmer Rouge
time, but whether the facility was “refurbished” into a genocide museum by its Vietnamese-led
curators, possibly distorting evidence, in order to suit the PRK’s own political agenda is called
into question (Ledgerwood 1997). Also, many Cambodians question whether or not the
museum’s artifacts are presented in a distinctly and ‘authentically’ Khmer way, taking into
consideration Khmer Buddhist beliefs (Ledgerwood 1997; Schlund-Vials 2012; Thompson
2013). The fact that the curation of the site was headed by Vietnamese, and the presence of such
constructions as a skull map, made many Cambodians skeptical of its authenticity and intentions.
Thompson (2013) discusses the controversy over displaying human skeletal remains at Tuol
Sleng in the form of a map of Cambodia made entirely of human skulls and bones. According to
Khmer Buddhist practices, the remains of the deceased should be cremated so that the spirits are
able to re-enter the cycle of samsara (reincarnation). Many felt that the collection of skeletal
remains of victims from the killing fields (mass graves) throughout the country in order to create
and display the map of skulls in the museum— rather than cremating them— would continue to
withhold proper funerary rites from victims who had their rights and lives taken by the Khmer
Rouge regime. This controversy was highlighted in part by a debate ensuing from King
Norodom Sihanouk’s proposal in 1994 to cremate the remains of Khmer Rouge victims in a
national Buddhist ceremony and enshrine them in a stupa (Thompson 2013; Ledgerwood 1997).
At the time, the remains had been exhumed from mass graves, treated for preservation, and put
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on display in either museums, memorials, or killing field sites across the country. Sihanouk’s
argument for cremation stemmed from a desire for national reconciliation and for proper respect
of the spirits of the deceased in Khmer Buddhist terms. Critics of Sihanouk’s proposal (i.e. the
Cambodian People’s Party, formerly the PRK; caretakers of Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek; and
DC-Cam) argued that cremating the remains would destroy evidence, “thereby impeding the
process of legal justice and the fight against impunity, as well as limiting the possibilities of
commemoration and weakening memory” (Thompson 2013:91). Critics preferred to have the
remains preserved in a museum setting. This “double bind”— to preserve and display the
remains for evidential purposes, or cremate them for cultural/spiritual purposes— illustrates the
tension between Western legal practices of maintaining evidence and Khmer Buddhist practices
and forms of memorialization.
To explain a second popular narrative in Cambodian society, Ledgerwood draws upon
Michael Vickery’s description of the “Standard Total View” (STV), in which the KR period is
standardized by describing only the worst-case scenarios of individual experiences which in turn
become representative of the collective experience of the whole population for the entire KR
period, regardless of time and geographic region (Ledgerwood 1997). It has been argued that the
STV narrative leaves out the variation of conditions experienced in different regions of the
country and by different groups of people during the period. Vickery (1984) asserts that the STV
‘distortions’ originated from urban Khmer in refugee camps who were only hoping to seek
refuge in “Western paradises” and then were propagated by the media who sought to
sensationalize the KR. Ledgerwood critiques these assertions arguing that, contrary to Vickery’s
claim that urban Khmer only found labor conditions during the KR intolerable because they were
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unskilled in agricultural work, peasant farmers also suffered from intensive labor, disease, and
malnutrition, and have told similar stories that fit the STV narrative. Additionally, Khmer in the
diaspora are not the only ones to tell such stories in reference to a collective experience: “Khmer
in Cambodia…extend their own individual indignities and sufferings and project them across
space and time to include their fellow Khmae yoeng, ‘we Khmer’.” (Ledgerwood 1997:93).
Ledgerwood asserts that the STV narrative “presents a shared perception of facts as remembered
now by Khmer who experienced it” (1997:93). In this sense, Tuol Sleng, in its presentation of
the horrendous conditions of life under DK, reinforces survivors’ memories and “[presents]
Khmer with an interpretive framework” that not only rings true to their experiences, but also
allows them to “creat[e] their own understandings of the recent past” (Ledgerwood 1997:93).
Ledgerwood contends that the PRK national narrative and the STV narratives told at the Tuol
Sleng Genocide Museum reinforce and feed off each other, and that “rather than being asked to
remember events that did not happen, or to recall the unfamiliar, Cambodians generally accept
the story of the museum as true to their experiences” (1997:82). Others, however, maintain that
the national narrative told at the Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum is affirmation of the state
exercising its power to “appropriate the nation’s social memory” (Um 2012:837).
This literature on the production of national narratives in Cambodia shows how narratives
can be used to promote the agendas, power, and legitimation of governments, but also how
everyday people react to— accept, reject, or alter— such narratives. The national narratives and
state-sanctioned memorial sites produced in Cambodia have affected narratives produced by
Cambodians in the diaspora who respond to these national narratives in different ways, as can be
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seen in some of the cases discussed in the following sections on genocide exhibition and memory
work.
Politics of Representation and the Curatorial Practices of Genocide Exhibitions
Institutions of social memory, particularly museums and galleries, have increasingly
turned to the challenge of representing and curating traumatic histories. How people choose to
represent traumatic pasts, whether war, internment, genocide, racism, or other forms of political
violence, through museographical means has been studied in many cases. What curatorial
judgments are involved in the process of producing exhibitions on such difficult topics? As
Cathy J. Schlund-Vials has remarked: “The ever-important question of how to represent the
‘unspeakable’ often collides with culturally specific arguments about the form such
representation should take” (2012:809). The curatorial exhibition of difficult or traumatic pasts
gives rise to issues of inclusivity, absence/presence, voices/silences, authenticity, “truth,”
forgetting/remembering, religious sensitivity, commemoration, and juridical documentation,
among others (Caswell 2014; Hughes 2003; Linenthal 1994, 1995; Schlund-Vials 2012; Simon
2011; Thompson 2013; Um 2012; Williams 2007; Young 1993).
In “Forgetting to Remember, Again: On Curatorial Practice and ‘Cambodian Art’ in the
Wake of Genocide,” Ashley Thompson (2013) examines the various ways the Khmer Rouge
genocide has been represented in museum and art exhibitions in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, using
examples from the Reyum art gallery, the Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum, and the Documentation
Center of Cambodia (DC-Cam). Thompson focuses on the contradictions that arise in art and
exhibitions on the Khmer Rouge period due to dissimilar expectations and forms of representing
the genocide between Khmer and Western audiences. For example, Thompson discusses one of
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Reyum’s art exhibits, Legacy of Absence, which was part of an international “Legacy Project” to
remember the consequences of tragedies in the twentieth century. The exhibit was to showcase
artwork that expressed the legacy of loss and trauma left in the wake of the Khmer Rouge
genocide, however, Reyum had to commission artwork to be created specifically for the project
since pre-existing work in Cambodia “lacked” reference to this subject. Western tourists visiting
Cambodia expected to see abundant artwork conveying the recent traumatic history of
Cambodia, and were surprised at the absence of such work (Thompson 2013). What Western
audiences failed to understand, as the Reyum directors at that time, Ingrid Muan and Ly
Daravuth, suggest is that “the absent are present…in their very absence; the experience remains
inexpressible” (Thompson 2013:83). Likewise, Um has stated, for many Cambodians, “the
magnitude of loss and the finality of the rupture echo in the reflection of this elderly refugee:
‘They are all gone. There’s just silence. Not a trace, not a sound, as if someone just took a broom
and swept it all to the wind.’ For survivors, it is a silence that always intrudes through the clutters
of reconstructed lives, an ‘absence that is always present’” (Um 2012:833, emphasis added).
In regards to the exhibition of photographs (e.g. Tuol Sleng’s mug shots, DC-Cam’s
Forensic Exhibition), Thompson makes use of several interpretive paradigms for considering the
effects of their display. Thompson argues that these photographs are not merely documentary
and uses Thierry de Duve’s argument for “the ethical necessity of acknowledging the aesthetic
dimension of the Tuol Sleng prisoner photographs” and the knowledge they convey to observers
that the individuals photographed are ‘going to die’ (Thompson 2013:97). “The aesthetic interest
they evoke is irrevocably associated with viewers’ feelings for the people in the photos” and
their shared humanity (Thompson 2013:97). Thompson argues that photographs collapse time,
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the past and the future converge in the present as the observer views them. In a similar notion,
Thompson employs the term “optical unconscious” in which photographs “capture the
temporality of the here and now that escapes the naked eye. This temporality is also double, as
the past here and now continues in the present” (2013:98). In this interpretation, photography
“allow[s] its subjects to survive the deathblow,” evoking a desire in the viewer to know and feel
the humanity of the victim photographed, therefore extending the function of the Tuol Sleng mug
shots from documentary to “ostensive (revealing the victim’s inner truth)” (Thompson 2013:98).
Thompson asserts that viewing the photographs results in humanity being restored to victims,
while reaffirming the viewer’s humanity. Viewing produces a form of resolution “by which
‘never again’ may be achieved, and the dead are put to rest” (Thompson 2013:99). However, as
de Duve warns, viewers must not forget the inhumanity present alongside the humanity
expressed in these photographs while seeking resolution. After all, “humanity includes the
executioner, the artist-as-executioner, the executioner-victim, the executioner-in-us” (Thompson
2013:100).
Another issue Thompson raises is the competing goals of finding an “absolute truth”
versus expressing multiple interpretations of truths (plural). For example, DC-Cam views
documents as the location of “truth,” where “truth” is absolute, a pre-established fact to be
rediscovered. On the other hand, Reyum’s aim was to present art as an interpretation of truths. In
Reyum’s view, seeking one single truth marginalizes the “messy truths informing and emerging
from the interpretive process itself—truths that could encompass competing truths” (Thompson
2013:102).
Thompson illustrates that the curation of art, artifacts, and other elements in these
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exhibitions commonly lead to “conflict between different cultural forms and practices of
commemoration” when multiple parties from different backgrounds and experiences are
involved in the curation as well as the ‘viewing’ (2013:91). Such conflict engenders a ‘double
bind’ between competing viewpoints. For example, evidential/museographical concerns versus
cultural/spiritual concerns in the use of skeletal remains exhibited at the Tuol Sleng Genocide
Museum and the Choeung Ek stupa. Thompson provides an example of a case where this ‘double
bind’ is resolved by attempting to accommodate two opposing and seemingly incompatible
positions. In DC-Cam’s Forensic Exhibition, there are photographs of skulls— showing
evidence of violent trauma inflicted by Khmer Rouge cadre— held in the hands of a Khmer
woman with her wrists bound in a red kroma (traditional Khmer scarf) displayed in the DC-Cam
gallery and on their website. The introduction panel of the exhibit contained a quote from Youk
Chhang: “The bones cannot find peace until the truth they hold in themselves has been revealed,”
suggesting that the primary goal of the exhibit was for the photographs to serve as evidence of
Khmer Rouge crimes (quoted in Thompson 2013:95). But the incorporation of a traditional
kroma was also used to embody Khmer identity and suggest to younger Khmer generations that
this is their history. The use of photographs for this exhibition, rather than displaying the actual
physical bones, and the incorporation of the kroma may have been an attempt to fulfill concerns
on either side of the evidence/spirits double bind (Thompson 2013). Thompson argues that this
exhibit “adopts a double discourse: the skulls should be accessible to both ‘prosecutors at the
Khmer Rouge tribunal’ and the ‘spirits’” (Thompson 2013:96).
Another example Thompson examines is a photograph exhibition curated by Ly Daravuth
at Reyum. The exhibition featured 24 photographs of children who were employed as
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messengers by the Khmer Rouge and six additional contemporary photographs that were altered
to resemble the child messengers in the Khmer Rouge photos. This exhibit is a perfect example
of how multiple truths can be found in art and other forms of interpreting history. The children
portrayed in the Khmer Rouge photographs were both victims and perpetrators. The
incorporation of six children from contemporary Cambodia drew parallels between past and
present, and “channeled these questions to explore local audience intimacy with the genocide”
(Thompson 2013:99). Thompson contends that the exhibit “probed ambiguities between the
categories of documentation and art, past and present,” and challenged the binary view of victimperpetrator identities (2013:99).
In his work, Roger I. Simon (2011) raises similar concerns for the curatorial practices
involved in creating exhibitions on topics containing, what he terms, ‘difficult knowledge.’ By
‘difficult knowledge,’ Simon is referring to “not only histories of violent conflict and traumatic
loss, but as well the consequent personal and social aftermath of such, embodied in and sustained
by particular practices of cultural memory” (2011:433). More specifically, Simon uses
comparative analysis of exhibitions that drew photographs from the same archival sources to
address the question of “curatorial judgment and how the mise-en-scène of specific exhibitions
contextualizes [an] affective force, impacting on the possibilities for thought that any given
exhibition enacts” (2011:435). The objects that represent this difficult knowledge are not solely
‘difficult’ because they convey terrible events in history, but also because of their ‘provocation
of affect’ (Simon 2011). These types of exhibitions have the capacity to provoke emotional
responses from their viewers, which not only evoke ‘thought’ but also have the potential to drive
audience members to action by causing them to feel rather than simply see the content of an
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exhibit (Caswell 2014; Edwards 2006; Simon 2011; Thompson 2013). In this respect, Simon
agrees with Thierry de Duve’s notion that an object “has the potential to register more than it is
meant to denote” (Simon 2011:440). Simon asserts that “this ‘more’ is not just a felt loss (of
individual life, of the adequacy of a known history, of a trust in uprightness of the nation), but a
felt responsibility that one cannot remain indifferent when faced with the pain of another”
(2011:440). In this sense, photographs are not intended to only be representations of the worlds
they depict but also as visual tools that evoke sensation and action from the viewer (Simon
2011).
Through careful documentation of two exhibitions in 1997, one produced by the Museum
of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York and the Photographic Resource Center (PRC) at Boston
University, Simon demonstrates how different curatorial choices of arrangement, staging, and
supplementation of objects in exhibitions can produce very different effects and responses from
communities. They can either succeed in provoking the types of emotional responses that
encourage thought and action, or fall short of this goal, leaving viewers numb or complacent to
go about their lives with no urge to learn more or take further action (Simon 2011). They can
also elicit controversy, especially if the communities involved are not considered when curatorial
judgments are made. The two exhibitions Simon compares were curated around the prisoner
mugshots taken at Tuol Sleng (S-21). The MoMa exhibition, Photographs from S-21: 19751979, chose to minimize photographic display (only 22 of the 100 permitted photos were used)
and historiographic text. The photographs were exhibited in an art-gallery-style arrangement (i.e.
photos were printed in uniform size and spaced evenly on three walls at eye-level), centered
around two couches and a coffee table. Other than the presence of a few copies of the S-21 book
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published by Riley and Niven—the two photographers who were permitted to scan the original
photos, reproduce the photos in a book, and distribute the photos for use in exhibitions outside of
Cambodia— very little supplemental historiographic text was provided. The only text
accompanying the exhibit was a brief introduction “outlining the purpose of the detention center,
Niven and Riley’s work in Cambodia in aid of preserving the memory of S-21, and the funding
sources for the image preservation project and the exhibition itself” (Simon 2011:444). The
photos were not given labels, leaving the individuals in them and the original photographers
unidentified.
In contrast, the PRC exhibition, Facing Death: Portraits from Cambodia’s Killing Fields,
at Boston University opted to exhibit all 100 photographs and presented more extensive
supplemental information to the photos, including a map of Cambodia; an informational
pamphlet providing the historical context of the photos; a bibliography of additional readings
visitors could reference to learn more about this history; a documentary film about Riley and
Niven’s archive project, the origins of the photos and how they came to be in the US; and
interview footage of former Khmer Rouge cadre who worked at S-21 during Democratic
Kampuchea and of family members of individuals who died at S-21. The exhibit also contained a
wall panel of quotations from one of the S-21 manuals for interrogators, as well as “a reprint of a
newspaper story about Nhem Ein, the S-21 photographer [in which] Nhem Ein offered an
explanation of how he came to be the one who took the images as well as an account of his
experience working for the Khmer Rouge” (Simon 2011:444). The PRC also chose to produce a
second, concurrent exhibit on the temples of Angkor, comprised of large-format platinum prints
of the temples, which “allowed visitors to move from the S-21 mug shots to the serenity of the
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temple photographs” (Simon 2011:444).
MoMA’s curatorial choices, particularly its venue choice and insufficient historical
contextualization, were controversial. The historical context of the photographs and their original
production is the very thing that imbues them with power and significance (French 2002; Hughes
2003; Simon 2011). The minimal historical context provided in the exhibition at MoMA left
many unanswered questions, such as: “Who are the people in the Tuol Sleng photos? Who are
their families? What is the role of our own amnesiac culture in the atrocities that took place in a
former public high school and beyond it in the killing fields?” (Trebay quoted in Hughes
2003:36). Without historical context, viewers, particularly Americans who often know little
about the origins of the photographs, cannot begin to grasp their historical and contemporary
significance. As Lindsay French asserts, “the less the audience knows about a topic, the greater
the responsibility the curator has to inform” (French 2002:149). An additional critique of the
MoMA exhibit is that the museum did not contact Cambodian community members or
organizations to inform them of and invite them to view the exhibit, illustrating a lack of regard
for the community most affected by these photographs. On the other hand, the PRC did reach out
to local Cambodian organizations in the area and provided ample historical context and
supplemental artifacts and materials to the photographs (Simon 2011).
Simon warns against exhibiting photographs merely for the sake of showing shocking
violent images, which risks further exploitation of subjects and sensationalism, as well as
potentially causing viewers to resist reflective/reflexive thought and thereby hinder their ability
to learn from the experience. In order to avoid sensationalism and exploitation, displaying such
images in exhibition requires mindful and purposeful consideration as well as proper
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contextualization. Simon argues that photographs and artifacts should no longer be thought of as
autonomous, as they and the affect they engender are dependent on “the conditions of
presentation” (2011:437). Simon asserts that the curatorial judgments made in the exhibition of
photos, such as those from S-21, must consider the power of these images to provoke “viewers to
not only think about the circumstances of their making” but also their continued relevance to
contemporary issues. Therefore, “it is important to consider various exhibition mises-en-scène
devised to work with the affective legacies of these images, resisting their singular reduction to
documents whose significance reside in their substantiation of juridical or historiographic
narratives” (Simon 2011:445).
In Preserving Memory, Edward T. Linenthal (1995) provides an account of the many
issues and negotiations that arose during the conception, design, and ultimate production of the
United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, DC. Linenthal explores the
“boundaries of Holocaust memory incorporated into the museum” through “the layers of struggle
to define and delimit the ideas, objects, persons, and representations that best capture the
meaning of the Holocaust” (1995:3). Linenthal discusses the politics of memory and
representation involved in the development of the museum and its permanent exhibition. He
demonstrates that the production of the seemingly “seamless narrative” that presents Holocaust
memory and history at the museum was in fact an arduous process involving much contestation
and negotiation between the key actors in its production. Linenthal maintains that the narrative
was produced through the concealed “authority”— in the sense that it is not immediately obvious
to the larger public— of the individuals most responsible for its development, including
survivors such as Elie Wiesel, the project director, the museum director, the exhibit designer,
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individuals involved with the President’s Commission of the Holocaust, lay community leaders,
and Holocaust historians.
Throughout the years of the Holocaust exhibit’s development, the decisions made in
response to issues and questions that arose ultimately shaped the overall production of the
exhibition (Linenthal 1995). How to define the “Holocaust” and how best to tell the stories of the
Holocaust were the leading questions at the outset of the planning process. Inclusivity was one of
the most prominent questions throughout the development. Whose stories should be included and
whose should not, and to what extent, had to be decided. There was debate over including
exclusively Jewish stories or including stories of non-Jewish groups who were persecuted during
the period as well. This issue also entailed the question of who should be able to contribute to the
conversations and decisions made in the exhibition’s development. These topics draw back to
earlier discussions in this chapter on the power relations involved in and the silences created by
the production of historical narratives (Trouillot 1995).
Artifacts and photographs— which should or should not be included and how to
incorporate them— also incited debates. Of particular controversy was the idea of displaying
human hair, which was cut from victims to be sold and/or used to manufacture products such as
hair-yarn socks. Linenthal asserts that the two opposing sides in this debate illustrate the
different voices involved in the exhibition’s design, particularly the voice of survivors
(commemorative voice) and the voice of some museum professionals (educational voice). Many
of the survivors, as well as some of the museum staff, argued that the display of physical human
hair or other remains would be a desecration, asserting that relics of human life are inherently
sacred and do not belong in a museum nor in the US, away from their “home” (Linenthal 1995).
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They were also concerned about encouraging a macabre curiosity in visitors and about upsetting
the sensitivities of neighboring museums on the Washington Mall. Others, especially the exhibit
designer and the exhibit photographer, argued that exhibiting the hair was crucial to demonstrate
the full process of dehumanization and extermination, and that it would personalize the story.
After years, a compromise was reached: in lieu of putting actual hair on display, the museum’s
photographer would capture a color photograph of hair left behind in a concentration camp,
which would be used for a photographic display in an open commemorative space (Linenthal
1995). This debate parallels the controversy Thompson discussed regarding the display and
treatment of human skeletal remains at Tuol Sleng and other memorial sites in Cambodia, which
also demonstrates competing concerns for spiritual commemoration and documentation for either
juridical or educational purposes.
Another complicated challenge was trying to determine what would be a “proper ending”
to the exhibit (Linenthal 1995). Should the exhibition provide some sense of closure or
resolution to the narrative by way of “lessons learned” or the triumph of spirit? Or intentionally
avoid closure of the narrative, leaving visitors without a satisfying emotional or intellectual
ending? Many survivors felt the exhibition should end with a message of “resistance and rescue
and the creation of the state of Israel” (Linenthal 1995:251). “Others, including Elie Wiesel,
objected to what amounted to a triumphal, redemptive ending, arguing that the ending could
reflect both continuation of life and the sober realization that the ‘predicament of aftermath’
would remain” (Linenthal 1995:251). Other questions that surfaced, among many others,
include: what location would be appropriate for the museum; how to use interpretive space in the
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museum; and how to balance individual stories and memories with the collective narrative told
by the museum.
Linenthal shows that the production of the museum and exhibition had to contend with
satisfying multiple contributing voices, multiple audiences, and multiple governments and
political sensitivities. The ultimate decisions of what to include, whether artifact, photograph,
video, story, architectural device, etc., were made to create “visceral experiences…designed to
reduce the distance between European Holocaust sites and an outpost of Holocaust memory in
Washington, D.C.,” as well as between the visitors and the Holocaust victims, “the living and the
dead” (Linenthal 1994:428-429). In many cases, these decisions involved prolonged negotiations
between the individuals involved in the construction of the exhibition, revealing politics of
memory and representation. Often times, “the commemorative voice, the privileged voice of the
survivor, won out” over the educational voice of museum professionals (Linenthal 1995:216).
Although, at times survivors disagreed amongst themselves and often concerns for American
sensitivities heavily influenced the decision making process.
Cambodian American Memory Work
The question of how Cambodians in the US are still affected by the legacies of the Khmer
Rouge period, even after decades, has continued to be studied across academic disciplines and by
members within Cambodian American communities. Carol A. Mortland (2002) identifies the
‘legacies of genocide’ Cambodian Americans face: 1) change, as a result of experiences during
the DK period, life in camps, and resettlement— which is experienced differently depending on
the status, gender, and/or generation of the individual; 2) intensification of resettlement
experiences, which is “exacerbated by the physical and mental effects of trauma, the element of
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involuntary migration…and the enormity of change between Cambodia and America” (158-159),
and affected by transnational links to the ‘homeland’ and a need to make sense of what happened
to them; 3) tremendous loss, including loss of community, traditional leaders, trust, the ability to
make a living, pride, dreams, power, Khmer identity, and Khmer cultural knowledge; and 4) the
reconstruction of their lives in the US. These legacies are driven and sustained by the “fear and
anxiety that what happened before might happen again” (Mortland 2002:162). The legacies of
genocide are compounded by amnesiac histories in both Cambodia and the US, where ‘official’
histories “reflect state-imposed amnesia and public memory is sullied by power interests” (Um
2012:843).
The legacies of genocide have created a sense of shared cultural identity among survivors
and younger generations of Cambodian Americans, and have stimulated a felt need to remember,
commemorate, seek “truth,” advocate justice, raise awareness, transform trauma, and resist
historical-political amnesia (Ledgerwood 1998; Mortland 2002; Needham, Quintiliani, and
Lemkin 2015; Ollier 2006; Schlund-Vials 2012a, 2012b; Um 2012, 2015; Yamada 2010). As
Loung Ung, author of First They Killed My Father, has affirmed: “This is a story of survival: my
own and my family’s. Though these events constitute my experience, my story mirrors that of
millions of Cambodians. If you had been living in Cambodia during this period, this would be
your story too” (Ung quoted in Yamada 2010:219). As rap artist, praCh Ly,1 has explained, this
shared identity extends to many in the younger generations as well, regardless if they did not
experience the Khmer Rouge firsthand:

1

This unique spelling is the personal choice of the artist.
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Some people ask me what gives me the right to rap about the war because I wasn’t born
during the time of the killing fields. I didn’t go through that. But I have that in my blood.
My mother, and father, my brothers and sisters went through that. I lost aunts and uncles.
So how can they ask me that? (praCh quoted in Um 2015:231)
Various forms of memory work have emerged within the Cambodian American diaspora, as well
as elsewhere across the globe. Cathy J. Schlund-Vials (2012) borrows James E. Young’s term
“memory work” which can be understood as “the collective articulation of large-scale human
loss embodied in [Khmer Rouge genocide] memorialization [and] transnational frames of public
remembrance” (807-808). As Khatharya Um has indicated, memory work can be produced
through different means and with different purposes:
The struggle against forgetting is not only a way of filling a personal void but also an
important political act. What is individual and personal is also collective and national.
For these reasons, remembering is, for some, the ultimate form of resistance… For
others, the act of reclaiming takes the form of the simple, defiant refusal to forget. For
many, it is the inability to forget… For others still, it is the fear of the loss of treasured
memories, the consuming anxiety that “without commemorative vigilance, history would
soon sweep them away.” Thus onto story cloths they weave and stitch their histories and
identities, and piece together fragments of tradition. In silent photographs…and on
pages…they imprint their memories so that their children and their children’s children
will not forget. (Um 2012:843-844)
Documentary filmmaking, publishing personal narratives (particularly testimonial
autobiographies), producing music and poetry, performing and choreographing Cambodian
dance, and other forms of memory work have emerged in the Cambodian American diaspora.
The National Cambodian Heritage Museum and Killing Fields Memorial can also be seen as a
form of memory work, which was built to commemorate the millions of lives lost during the
Khmer Rouge period, to document the hardships and accomplishments of Cambodians in the US
and Cambodia, and to celebrate the resilience and beauty of Cambodian culture.
Cathy J. Schlund-Vials (2012a/b) analyzes Cambodian American memory work as forms
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of counter-narrative and memorialization, and criticizes what she has termed, the “Cambodian
Syndrome”— a combination of historical and political amnesia, on the part of the Cambodian
and US governments, exhibited in dominant national narratives, memory, and public policy.
Utilizing the term of memory work, Schlund-Vials contends that Cambodian American cultural
productions of genocide remembrance (e.g. autobiographies, music, documentary films, etc.),
work to contest policies of forgetting and a lack of justice2 and reconciliation3 for victims and
survivors of the Khmer Rouge, both in Cambodia and the US. Where justice and reconciliation
are absent, “memories of the Cambodian genocide destabilize essentialized national narratives of
reconciliation because of their incontestable connection to the remembrance of state-sanctioned
mass violence” (Schlund-Vials 2012a:806).
Since the end of the Khmer Rouge, the approaches to genocide remembrance by
Cambodian government officials have consistently framed the genocide around their own
agenda, rather than catering to the needs of the people to mourn their losses in culturally
appropriate ways. Government officials conveniently omit their own part in the Khmer Rouge
and fall back on the narrative of Vietnamese “liberation”— viewed by many Cambodians as an
“invasion,” rather than “liberation,” which began a ten-year Vietnamese occupation of
Cambodia. Current leaders in Cambodia’s government have publicly and blatantly encouraged
“forgetting” over justice, failing to take responsibility for any part in the Khmer Rouge, while
stating: “We should dig a hole and bury the past and look ahead to the twenty-first century with a

2

‘Justice’ is defined here as “a process through which responsibility for crimes is publicly acknowledged vis-à-vis
testimony and prosecution” (Schlund-Vials 2012a:806).

3

‘Reconciliation’ is defined here as “temporal resolution, manifest in the unproblematic reunification of nation and
subject, and embedded in making cohesive what heretofore had been marked by disruption” (Schlund-Vials
2012a:820).
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clean slate” (quoted in Schlund-Vials 2012a:817; Needham, et al. 2015). The Tuol Sleng
Genocide Museum and the Choeung Ek Center for Genocide Crimes,4 among many other
“killing fields” sites, were generally not designed with consideration for Khmer cultural forms of
remembrance, but instead with the aim of increasing tourism (Schlund-Vials 2012). SchlundVials argues that the circumstances surrounding genocide remembrance in Cambodia impact
Cambodian American memory work produced through personal and familial narratives with the
goal of memorializing the Khmer Rouge era, while “articulat[ing], through the revelation and
negotiation of trauma, calls for justice, and negotiat[ing] the question of reconciliation”
(Schlund-Vials 2012a:807).
In the United States, government officials have also been guilty of historical amnesia,
denying culpability for the role the US had in the Khmer Rouge’s rise to power (Schlund-Vials
2012; Um 2012). At other times the US has used the Khmer Rouge as an example of what can
happen if the US does not intervene in the affairs of other countries to justify imperialist foreign
policies.5 Additionally, for years US cold war policies hindered the establishment of an
international tribunal to judge the Khmer Rouge leaders. Um has pointed out that Southeast
Asian refugees “feel the oppressive weight of a history that receives little public
acknowledgment, their losses and sacrifices expunged by the amnesia of a nation entangled in its
own self-deception, culpability, and guilt” (Um 2012:838). Where Cambodians experience
historical erasure from public memory of the American Vietnam War, “public commemoration
4

Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek are the two most visited genocide sites in Cambodia. Both were designed in the 1980s
by Vietnamese during occupation of Cambodia; the current Cambodian government later commissioned a Japanese
company to redesign Choeung Ek as a tourist-friendly destination. Many would categorize these sites as part of
atrocity tourism in Cambodia’s tourist economy (Schlund-Vials 2012).

5

Refer to Schlund-Vials (2012a/b) for discussion on George W. Bush and US foreign policies on Iraq and
Afghanistan.
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and memorialization are not about honoring and mourning. They are about power” (Um
2012:845-846). Personal and communal forms of memory work bridge the gap between “the
state-manipulated public and the unarticulated private realms, pry open a space not only for
commemoration and morning but, ultimately, also for reconciliation, not necessarily with the
perpetrators, but with the very act that had been perpetrated on them” (Um 2012:842).
With the problematic politics of memory and representation in both Cambodia and the
US influencing the memory work of Cambodian Americans, their justice-oriented cultural
productions in the US must be understood through a transnational lens (Schlund-Vials 2012; Um
2012). Their lives transcend the borders of a single nation, history, and culture, thus their work
simultaneously draws from issues in both Cambodia and the US. The choice of many Cambodian
American writers and artists to incorporate both Khmer and English languages in their memory
work further demonstrates their transnational inclination (Schlund-Vials 2012).
Schlund-Vials discusses the work of Socheata Poeuv (filmmaker), Chanrithy Him
(writer), Loung Ung (writer), and praCh Ly (rap artist) as specific examples of Cambodian
American memory work. Socheata Poeuv’s documentary film, New Year Baby, focuses on the
multigenerational effects of the legacies of trauma and the absence of justice. The film takes the
perspective of survivor and diasporic memory, following Poeuv’s personal narrative as a
Cambodian American daughter of survivor-refugee parents and her parents’ personal narratives
of trauma, survival, flight, and relocation. Through inquiry of her family’s memories of life
under Democratic Kampuchea, Poeuv evokes voice from her family’s previous silences and
approaches questions of forgiveness, justice, and reconciliation. The film juxtaposes life in the
US with memories of life in Cambodia, weaving between the past and present assisted by a

67
return trip to Cambodia with her mother and father where they confront the landscape of their
traumatic pasts. Schlund-Vials argues that Poeuv’s film highlights the tension that exists between
justice and reconciliation; the latter being potentially impossible for both the Cambodian
diaspora as well as in-country Cambodians due to the magnitude of their losses. The film
illustrates how survivors can regain agency by disputing narratives of oppressors and asserting
the right to reject insincere apologies. Poeuv’s inclusion of the history of US involvement (with
specific reference to American bombings) and the depths of Khmer Rouge authoritarianism,
represent a challenge to the strategically selective memories of the US and Cambodia. SchlundVials concludes that because of an “individualized focus on refugees, Poeuv’s film destabilizes
essentialized readings that produce a universal refugee subject” (Schlund-Vials 2012b:114).
Chanrithy Him’s, When Broken Glass Floats (2000), and Luong Ung’s, First They Killed
My Father (2000), are two of many autobiographies by Cambodian Americans who lived in
Cambodia before and during the Khmer Rouge period, and who lived through the refugee
experiences of flight, camp, resettlement, and becoming Cambodian Americans in the US. Both
authors employ a before-during-and-after autobiographical format to structure their stories and
both set out to instigate juridical action. The authors are faced with the difficult task of recalling
childhood memories and the struggles of seeking justice over thirty years past these traumatic
experiences. In telling their stories, Schlund-Vials contends that both authors “undermine the
Cambodian syndrome by making explicit…the role of the [US] military in the initial
destabilization of the nation” (Schlund-Vials 2012a:815-816).
Schlund-Vials examines Cambodian American hip-hop artist, praCh Ly’s use of music
and performance as tools for examining and contesting “US intervention, the contemporary ‘war
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on terror,’ and present-day ethno-racial logics” (Schlund-Vials 2012a:816). In his musical
narratives—which mix musical genres including contemporary American rap, R&B, 1960s
psychedelic Cambodian rock, and traditional Khmer pin peat— praCh critiques the amnesiac
politics of the US and Cambodia lyrics. Like other forms of Cambodian American cultural
productions, praCh’s work is focused on “historical fact,” “historical truth,” and a call for postgenocide justice (Schlund-Vials 2012b).
Schlund-Vials demonstrates that these Cambodian American filmmakers, writers, and
artists, “imagine alternative reparative sites wherein those forgotten can, in fact, be memorialized
and remembered in the United States” (Schlund-Vials 2012b:179). Cambodian American
memory work also aims to return voice to other individuals, families, and communities that
cannot confront their memories and to those who have passed away. Schlund-Vials maintains
that the question of “who” is represented in memory work is just as important as “what” (2012a).
Whereas, the forms of forgetting exhibited in Cambodian and American government officials’
memory work favor governments by positioning them as non-culpable parties and even
liberators, Cambodian American narratives emphasize the perspective of victims and survivors,
representing their stories, acknowledging their pain and losses, and giving them the power to
hold those responsible accountable. The memory work of Cambodian Americans engages in
counter-narrative, challenges historical amnesia, and contributes to a growing evidentiary archive
by “returning to the genocide as a site of unreconciled trauma, assigning culpability to both
governments and individuals, and testifying against those responsible for the deaths of family
and community members” (Schlund-Vials 2012a:814). Perhaps most importantly, what
Cambodian Americans are trying to prevent is the indifference that can be caused by political
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and historical amnesia, which lead to inaction, without action there can be no justice. Genocidal
remembrance produced by Cambodian Americans “potently deconstructs and underscores the
dangerous modes of forgetting embedded in the Cambodian Syndrome” and it is through this
deconstruction that “such memory work not only reminds us to ‘never forget.’ It also highlights
the resistive power to ‘always remember’” (Schlund-Vials 2012a:821).
In “Trauma and Transformation: The Autobiographies of Cambodian Americans,” Teri
Shaffer Yamada (2010) identifies common patterns in Cambodian American testimonial
autobiographies through a comparative reading of Cambodian literature produced from 1980 to
2010. Yamada asserts that this genre of literature stems from the trauma and displacement
caused by the Khmer Rouge period, and a need felt by authors to “bear witness” and/or return
voice to those who were silenced during this “unspeakable” tragedy. This genre of Cambodian
American survivor autobiography derives from:
a desire to change public perception of Cambodia to one not solely framed by the tragedy
of the Killing Fields, to heal oneself and other survivors, to honor the dead, to seek some
form of justice for those who experienced this atrocity, and finally to facilitate a cultural
restoration of Cambodia. (Yamada 2010:219)
Yamada recognizes a common structure, a three-part temporal-spatial frame, shared between
these autobiographies: 1) authors begin by briefly describing their ordinary lives before DK,
usually urban life, which becomes increasingly chaotic leading up to the takeover of Phnom
Penh on April 17, 1975; 2) authors continue with a description of their personal experiences of
suffering during the Khmer Rouge reign, from April 17, 1975 until the Vietnamese invasion in
January 1979; and finally, 3) authors provide an account of their escape to refugee camps and
ultimate resettlement in the United States. Authors, generally outraged by the lack of
international attention to the Khmer Rouge atrocities, typically conclude with a call for
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international justice through advocacy of a tribunal to prosecute the Khmer Rouge for their
crimes. Yamada argues that the prototype for this format can be found in Sydney H. Schanberg’s
article, “The Life and Death of Dith Pran,” in the New York Times Magazine (1980), which was
later published as a book and eventually became the foundation for the well-known film, The
Killing Fields (1984). Although many Cambodian Americans may not have read either of
Schanberg’s pieces, the majority of them have seen the film (Yamada 2010; Needham, et al.
2015). Because The Killing Fields film was the first survivor narrative shared with the larger
public, it became a bearer of shared meanings, which in turn influenced future Cambodian
American literature and film (Needham, et al. 2015).
Emphasis placed on historical accuracy in these autobiographies gives them a
“truthfulness” that allows them to become “symbolically evidentiary in [their] ability to
substantiate the crime” (Yamada 2010:222). These autobiographies become doubly significant
then, politically as “evidence” of Khmer Rouge crimes against humanity and personally/publicly
as a way of transforming trauma (Yamada 2010).
Yamada asserts that, through these literary productions, Cambodian American authors
form hybrid identities by redefining “what it means to be Cambodian, given the traumatic
experience endured under the Khmer Rouge, while developing a ‘successful’ hybrid American
identity,” by becoming active US citizens both politically and socially (2010:228-229). However,
Yamada reminds us that this cultural identity is not homogeneous, but rather it emerges from
fluid and complicated contexts, in which the stories of individual authors may follow similar
configurations of events during the set timeframe of the Khmer Rouge, but the authors’ intent in
writing and what is produced may vary.
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In a recent project, “The Space of Sorrow: A Historic Video Dialogue between Survivors
and Perpetrators of the Cambodian Killing Fields,” Needham, Quintiliani, and Lemkin (2015)
reveal an alternative form of truth seeking and memory work through which the identities of
‘victim’ and ‘perpetrator’ were transformed and reconstructed. Similar to Yamada’s discussion
of how The Killing Fields film impacted the production of Cambodian American testimonial
autobiographies, Needham, et al. demonstrate that previous memory work, in this case the
documentary film Enemies of the People, set the foundation for the construction of a new form
of memory work in the Cambodian American diaspora— a video dialogue between Khmer
Rouge survivors and perpetrators. Thet Sambath, the journalist and survivor whose work forms
the basis of Enemies of the People, was able to cultivate relationships with several former Khmer
Rouge soldiers over a span of ten years and was able to ask them sensitive questions in hopes of
finding the “truth” about why his parents, and nearly two million others, died during the Khmer
Rouge period. Many Cambodian survivors continue to seek answers to the questions why did this
happen and who is responsible, in order to “make sense of the enormity of the trauma and loss,
for the sake of those who died, and to prevent such atrocities from happening again” (Needham,
et al. 2015:629). Even more than justice, many survivors simply want answers, to provide them
with reason and meaning (Um 2012). Thet Sambath’s foundational work in Enemies of the
People provided access to three former Khmer Rouge soldiers who participated in the film and
later in the videoconference; a prototype for interaction between these low-level soldiers and
survivors; and a common reference point shared between the participants in the film and
audiences (Needham, et al. 2015). From this work grew the idea for creating a new opportunity
for survivors and former Khmer Rouge soldiers to interact in dialogue, utilizing culturally
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appropriate frameworks (e.g. discourses, linguistic and non-linguistic symbols) (Needham, et al.
2015).
In the course of the videoconference, Cambodian American survivors in Long Beach,
California and former Khmer Rouge conscripts in Bangkok, Thailand were able to produce
dialogue at a safe distance in a social and moral space (Needham, et al. 2015). Though many
topics emerged through the production of the videoconference dialogue, Needham, et al. draw
particular attention to three main themes: 1) “discerning the perpetrators’ intention;” 2)
“motivating other killers to tell the truth;” and 3) “recognizing common experiences and shared
pain” (2015:635). Survivors and soldiers were both able to ask questions, share experiences,
express feelings, and suggest possible future collaboration for truth seeking. Although the
survivor participants were still hesitant of fully forgiving these individuals, through the
videoconference they were able to share common experiences with these specific former soldiers
(e.g. persistent nightmares, the deaths of family members during DK), and received
acknowledgment and confirmation of what they had already known to be true of Khmer Rouge
crimes. All of this ultimately made it possible for these survivors to reinvest humanity in these
three specific perpetrators (Needham, et al. 2015).
Needham, et al. adapt Bakhtin’s conceptual framework of literary chronotope— “the
‘essential ground’ of time-space created within a literary work to represent events”— to
understand how, through the videoconference dialogue, new meanings of ‘self’ and ‘other’ were
formed, moving beyond the narrative construction of ‘victim’ and ‘perpetrator’ (2015:629).
Through the process of adapting Sambath’s original work and film into a videoconference, a new
chronotope was developed in which “dialogue became the basis of transforming or reconfiguring
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the meaning of Khmer Rouge perpetrators from killers to knowledgeable collaborators and
potential partners in documenting and telling the truth” (Needham, et al. 2015:643). Within this
dynamic dialogical process, wherein identity is historically constructed and strategically
positioned through ‘talk,’ “Cambodian victims and former executioners constructed a social
space in which to represent and interrogate the past, reformulate the present, and project a
possible future” (Needham, et al. 2015:630).
The memory work produced through this project differs from the memory work discussed
earlier. Although the videoconference was influenced by predecessors in Cambodian American
literature and film, unlike these two genres— which are confined to the one-directional medium
of the page and film screen— the videoconference allowed survivors to communicate, react, and
negotiate in real time. Also unlike previous work mentioned, the dialogue produced through the
videoconference created a counter-narrative to the construct that depicts Khmer Rouge soldiers
“in one-dimensional terms as cogs in a ‘killing machine’” and as uniformly ‘depraved monsters’
(Needham, et al. 2015:631).
This chapter provided an overview of the theories and literature relevant to the research
in this thesis. When discussing the development of the RKF exhibit at NCHM one must consider
how the exhibit produces a narrative, from a foundation of survivor memory, that is
simultaneously visual and written. Trouillot, Ly, and Langer’s theoretical frameworks on
memory and narrative help us understand how traumatic memories collected through oral life
histories and the tools provided by written narratives interact to produce coherent individual
survivor stories and a collective communal narrative in the RKF exhibit. Following a discussion
of narratives in general, this chapter reviewed the national narratives of the Khmer Rouge period
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produced in Cambodia. Understanding these national narratives, and the politics of memory and
representation embedded in their production, is important because they inform the particular
ways the Cambodian American diasporic community has responded to the legacies of the
genocide and amnesiac tendencies of culpable governments, which in turn influence the forms of
memorialization in their memory work. This chapter also provided a review of the curatorial
practices involved in previous productions of museum exhibitions of traumatic histories in
Cambodia and elsewhere. The exhibitions discussed highlight some of the common concerns,
decisions, and negotiations that the NCHM curatorial and design teams were faced with in the
process of developing the RKF exhibit. Lastly, this chapter reviewed a variety of Cambodian
American memory work that emerged after the Khmer Rouge period. This review of Cambodian
American memory work underscores a shared cultural identity and a need to remember and
commemorate among Cambodian survivors and across multiple generations of Cambodian
Americans. Additionally, this review made recognizable the common patterns across the
different forms of memory work produced by Cambodian Americans and how these compare to
the memory work of the RKF exhibit. The following chapter provides a detailed description of
the RKF exhibit as it exists at the time of this research, establishing a basis for later discussion of
the development process of the exhibit, its narrative, and theoretical implications.

CHAPTER 4
REMEMBERING THE KILLING FIELDS: EXHIBIT DESCRIPTION
The Remembering the Killing Fields exhibit documents life under the Khmer Rouge by
following a narrative guided by four selected key themes: 1) “Clearing the Cities,” 2)
“Destroying Society,” 3) “Constant Fear,” and 4) “The Killing Fields.” Each of these themes
forms a panel area that tells the collective story of life in Cambodia from 1975 to 1979, while
also following specific memories from the lives of six elder Cambodian survivors. Each section
includes a combination of informational texts and maps, providing the historical context of the
section’s content; documentary photographs from archives and personal collections; quotes
abstracted from the life history interviews of survivors (in Khmer with English translations);
Khmer Rouge slogans; and artifacts from Cambodia, which represent the daily objects used on or
by the people during the Khmer Rouge period. The current chapter provides a detailed
description of Remembering the Killing Fields as it appears today in order to facilitate a better
understanding of the discussions in the following chapters. This chapter is organized by each
section of the exhibit, including its introductory section and concluding section(s). The exhibit’s
layout is organized so that guests walk through each exhibit section, in addition to a visit to the
Memorial. Figure 4 shows a map of the Remembering the Killing Fields exhibit layout.
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Figure 4: Map showing the floor layout of the Remembering the Killing Fields exhibit.
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Introductory Section: Documentary Film and Survivor Biographies
The main entrance of the museum is located facing Lawrence Avenue on the north side
of the museum building. When visitors enter through the main entrance they are met with
beautiful replicas of ancient Angkorean relief carvings and a wooden sculpture of an apsara
(celestial dancer). If visitors proceed east they enter the gift shop and reception area filled with
purchasable gift items from Cambodia and a reception desk where they may request docent
services and other information. Visitors participating in an individual or group tour guided by
docents typically begin their experience by viewing a five-minute documentary film on the
historical context that led up to the Khmer Rouge period. The documentary was produced and
narrated especially for the exhibit by Cambodian American filmmaker, Socheata Poeuv. The film
includes background information for visitors unfamiliar with Cambodia’s recent past from
Cambodia’s independence from the French; Cambodia’s relations with Cold War rivals (China,
Russia, the US); the development of the Khmer Rouge movement; the effects the AmericanVietnam War had on Cambodia, including US bombings in Cambodia; Lon Nol’s coup d’état
overthrowing Sihanouk; the growth of the Khmer Rouge numbers and subsequent civil war with
the Lon Nol government; to the eventual seizure of Phnom Penh by the Khmer Rouge in 1975.
The film concludes by informing viewers of the estimated death toll of the three year, eight
month, and 20 day reign of the Khmer Rouge and stating that, “this exhibit tells the story of this
tragedy.”
When visitors enter the exhibit they start with an introductory section made up of three
panel walls,1 titled “Perseverance. Strength. Courage.”2 (See Figure 5). Visitors are
1

I use the phrase ‘panel wall’ to refer to any wall within the exhibit floor space that’s specific purpose is to display
the content of exhibit panels.
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geographically oriented by a map of Cambodia, which shows the provinces, cities, mountain
regions, the Tonle Sap, and the Mekong River in Cambodia. The map is mounted on the west
wall as visitors enter the exhibit. The main portion of the introductory section includes
biographies of six survivors of the Khmer Rouge period who participated in the life history
project. The biographies include a photograph portrait of each survivor, the survivors names,
where they are from, and a brief description of their experience before and during the Khmer
Rouge. The biographies are provided in Khmer and English. The first survivor highlighted is
Thon Horm:
Thon Horm was born in Battambang province in 1945. The family was too poor to pay
for her to go to school; she grew up helping with rice farming and gardening. She married
at 18 and her husband moved in with her and her mother, a custom in Khmer culture. She
and her husband farmed. They were not wealthy, but had enough land to grow rice to live
for the year. As fighting intensified during the war between the Lon Nol regime and the
Khmer Rouge, they fled the fighting into Battambang town, the provincial capitol [sic].
Family friends let them build a hut next to their house. In April 1975, they were driven
out of the city. Her husband was sent to a remote worksite to cut bamboo, her eldest son,
about 12 years old, was sent away on a mobile work brigade, and her three younger
children, including a new baby, stayed home with her mother while she went to work.
Following Thon Horm’s biography is Nen Sok’s:
Nen Sok was born in Phnom Penh in 1952, the son of deputy chief police of the 5th
district. He lived in a comfortable house and attended school through high school. His
high school was called Chao Ponnhia Yat which would become infamous as the site of
the S-21 detention center. He had one brother and two sisters. He planned to go to
college, but by then the war had come. His brother was a military officer who recruited
him to join his unit, in part because he spoke French and some English. In early 1975 he
was released from the military and got a job in a private bank. He was evacuated out of
the capitol [sic] with his family, when they were asked about their backgrounds they lied
and said they had been farmers. In 1977, when killing in their area was rampant, the
entire village—hundreds of people—fled into the mountains. They hid there for the next
year and a half until the Khmer Rouge collapsed in 1979.

2

In Khmer: sech ktey pyeayeam polpheap vĭpheap.
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Horm Vin’s biography is featured next:
Horm Vin was one of nine children born to rice farmers in Moung District of Battambang
province. Her mother was from Moung, but her father was part Chinese and came from
Kandal province near Phnom Penh. Her mother was frail and so Horm worked hard to
help raise her siblings. She married when she was 17 in 1956 and her husband came to
live in Moung. They had 10 children; two died before the Khmer Rouge years, two more
died during the Pol Pot times and one died just after the Vietnamese invaded. During the
war they fled Moung to Pursat, and from there to Battambang town. They had relatives
there who let them build a house on their land. When they were evacuated from the city
in April 1975, they were taken first to a mountainous area where malaria was rampant.
The biographies of a married couple, Ly Yoeu and Riya Yoeu, are given next:
Ly Yoeu was born in Chen Doem Spey village, about five kilometers from Battambang
town. He was a primary school teacher from 1970 to 1975. His wife Riya Yoeu is from
Pursat province, the daughter of a military officer. Riya had moved frequently growing
up as her father changed assignments. Her family was living in Phnom Penh when she
married in 1972. The marriage was arranged by the family; they were distant cousins.
Ly’s first teaching assignment was at Banteay Chmar, a very remote area. Teachers in
those days had to do initial assignments in remote regions to repay their education. Then
they moved to Battambang town, where they were living when the Khmer Rouge came to
power. Ly Yoeu and his wife are ‘Khmer Islam;’ they are practicing Muslims, the
descendants of immigrants from Java hundreds of years before.
And the sixth biography featured is that of Sen Chey:
Sen Chey was born in Svay Rieng province, one of five children. When he was seven his
father passed away, and his mother died when he was 11. He went to live with Buddhist
monks in the temple for four years, then went to live with an uncle in the city where he
went to high school. In 1964 he went to Phnom Penh to look for a job and joined the
military of the Sihanouk regime. They trained him to work as a book-keeper. He was
married in 1968 and had six children. He and his family were in Phnom Penh in April
1975 for the forced evacuation; they went to Svay Rieng, but then in 1978 were part of
the mass relocation of people from the Eastern zone. They were sent to Pursat.

These biographies are located on two perpendicular panel walls (See Figure 5). The panel on the
east contains the Khmer version of the biographies and the south panel contains the portraits and
English translations of the biographies. Looming over the introduction section is the first of
several Khmer Rouge slogans featured in the exhibit: “To keep you is no gain, to destroy you is
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no loss.” Each slogan throughout the exhibit is typed in white (Khmer) and black (English) over
3

a bright red background.4

Figure 5: View of the Introduction Section entering the exhibit.

3

This is the most infamous Khmer Rouge slogan. It demonstrates how the Khmer Rouge devalued human life:
Angkar did not care if a person lived or died, because the revolution would go on without them. In Khmer it reads:
tŭk kȃ mĭn chŏmnenh chok chenh kȃ mĭn khat. Throughout the Khmer Rouge period, the regime leaders and soldiers
repeated slogans that were used to propagate KR ideology and/or as tools to instill fear in people so they would not
disobey or resist Khmer Rouge authorities. Many of the slogans were metaphors that represented the power and
control of the Khmer Rouge, that is Angkar. For more on Khmer Rouge slogans and metaphors refer to Marston
1995 and Locard 2004.

4

For an extended list of the Khmer Rouge slogans, in Khmer and English, see Appendix A.
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Section 1: Clearing the Cities
After reviewing the introduction section visitors proceed west into the first section of the
exhibit titled, “Clearing the Cities.”5 This section shows the forced exodus of millions of people
from all urban centers to rural areas, which marks the beginning of the Khmer Rouge reign. This
section consists of a panel wall on the south side and a nook and panel on the north side. On the
south panel wall is the title of the section and a large wall-length photograph of a woman sitting
on a cyclo/rickshaw holding two children on her lap with Khmer Rouge soldiers evacuating
Phnom Penh in the background (See Figures 6 and 7).6 Placed on top of this photograph is a
quote in Khmer.7 A small video screen is mounted to the middle of the south panel wall, dividing
the main large photograph from the second half of the panel wall. At the top of the right half of
this panel wall contains the English translation of a quote, which reads: “But they shut down
everything….” Below this quote are two photos (approximately 5 x 7in) and three paragraphs
written in Khmer that describe the Khmer Rouge takeover of Phnom Penh and the forced
evacuations of all the cities (See Figure 8). The small photo on the left shows Khmer Rouge
soldiers in Phnom Penh carrying weapons.8 The photo on the right shows a street crowded with
people being evacuated.9 Adjacent to the main panel wall is another panel that contains the
remainder of the English translation of the quote found on the first panel: “No public
transportation, no market, no pharmacy, public school. It’s empty, they shut down everything–
5

In Khmer: ka chonlieh brachiechon chénh pi tikrŏng. The Khmer translates to: The evacuation of people from the
cities.

6

No caption provided for this photo; Photo credit: Roland Neveu.

7

The English translation appears on the right side of the panel above two photos, “But they shut down
everything…” and on the adjacent panel, “No public transportation, no market, no pharmacy, public school. It’s
empty, they shut down everything– everything's closed up. They emptied the city...”

8

The caption reads: “Cadre clearing the city.” Photo credit: Roland Neveu

9

The caption reads: “People being forced to leave Phnom Penh.” Photo credit: Roland Neveu.
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everything's closed up. They emptied the city...” (See Figure 8). Below this quote is a large photo
of a woman pushing her bicycle in the middle of a street flooded with people exiting the city
(See Figure 8).10 On the north side of the “Clearing the Cities” section is a nook that contains a
display of two uniforms, representing the standardized uniforms men and women were required
to wear under the Khmer Rouge (See Figure 9). The uniforms consist of black long-sleeve
button-up tops, black pants, a red or blue kroma (traditional Khmer checkered scarf), and sandals
made of recycled car tires. Continuing west along the same wall is a panel with a large wall-size
photograph that shows crowds of people pushing bicycles and carrying their possessions as they
leave their homes behind in the city (See Figure 10).11 Placed atop this photo is the English
translation of the three-paragraph description of the Khmer Rouge takeover and evacuation of
cities.12 Also placed on top of the panel photo is a quote in Khmer with the English translation, it
reads: “So we just follow the crowd. There’s no car [or] motorcycle. All people just walk, just
go, push, push. They walk day and night.” To the bottom left of this panel is a small nook that
holds several artifacts: one nylon hammock, which represents the better quality hammock used
by Khmer Rouge cadre; one hammock made of a large burlap rice sack, which ordinary people
had to use; and a metal lunchbox with a spoon used by ordinary people (11 x 8in) (See Figure
11). Also placed in this nook is a map showing the displacement of people throughout the
country during the Khmer Rouge period.

10

No caption provided for this photo; Photo credit: Roland Neveu.

11

No caption provided for this photo; Photo credit: Roland Neveu.

12

The Khmer version is located on the opposite side of Section 1, beneath two small photos.
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Figure 6: View of the south panel wall in Section 1 “Clearing the Cities.”

Figure 7: Close-up of the title panel of Section 1.
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Figure 8: View of the west half of the south panel wall in Section 1.
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Figure 9: Two Khmer Rouge uniforms displayed in Section 1.
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Figure 10: View of the north panel wall of Section 1.

Figure 11: Close-up of the artifacts and map in Section 1.
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Section 2: Destroying Society
Visitors then walk west through an archway between the first and second sections of the
exhibit. At the top of this archway is another Khmer Rouge slogan, which reads: “Intelligence is
of no value, manual labor is priceless.”13 Once visitors pass through this archway into the second
section they see three panel walls that make up the second section, one on the north side, one on
the west side, and a small panel to the south. The second section is titled, “Destroying Society.”14
This section illustrates how the Khmer Rouge broke down social order by separating families,
forcing intensive manual labor, and confiscating personal possessions. The west panel wall
consists of three panels of which a large wall-length photograph of a children’s work unit serves
as the backdrop of all three panels (See Figure 12). The left panel on the west wall consists of the
title of the section in Khmer and an English translation of a quote, which reads: “My oldest
children were ordered to live with the Mobile Work Brigade (kang-chalat). The third, fourth,
fifth, and sixth children were ordered to work with [other] children to do anything they could—
collecting cow dung, watering vegetables. I only saw my children in the evening.” The original
Khmer version of this quote is located on the small south panel wall perpendicular to the west
wall. This Khmer quote is placed on top of a photograph of a woman’s work unit (See Figure
13).15 The center panel of the west wall contains the title of the section in English. The center
panel also contains a four-paragraph description of the Marxist/Maoist ideologies and practices
of the Khmer Rouge, highlighting forced labor in communal work camps, the destruction of the

13

In Khmer this slogan reads: kmean sânhnhea bâtro té mean tae sânhnhea khoenh.

14

The Khmer title reads: ka duol rolŭm nei santăp thnŏap sangkom. The Khmer translates to: The collapse/complete
destruction of social order.

15

The photo caption reads: “Khmer Rouge women’s unit harvesting rice.” Photo credit: the Documentation Center
of Cambodia Archives (DC-Cam).
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family unit, and overall disorder created by the Khmer Rouge. At the side of these four
paragraphs are three photos (See Figure 14), which include: (1) “Cover of the KR magazine,
Kampuchea, March 1978,” (2) “Celebration after the completion of an irrigation project,” and (3)
“Children of Khmer Rouge high officials.”16 Placed at the floor of this panel is a plastic
container (14 x 20 x 8in), which was used to collect human waste for fertilizer (See Figure 15).
The Khmer translation of the four-paragraph description of the Khmer Rouge ideologies and
practices is located on the right panel of the west panel wall. Below this description is the
English translation of a Khmer quote, which reads: “If I didn’t work, they would have killed me.
I just kept working, I never thought about [the] killing because it happened every day. If we
don’t see other workers, that meant they had been taken to be killed.” The original Khmer
version of this quote is located on the north wall panel (See Figure 16). Below the Khmer quote
is a basket carrier-pole (i.e. yoke) used by men, women, and children. A basket used to transport
dirt is located on the floor in the northwest corner between these two panel walls.

Figure 12: View of the west panel wall and north wall of Section 2 “Destroying Society.”
16

All three photos are credited to DC-Cam.
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Figure 13: View of the south panel wall and a portion of the west wall in Section 2.

Figure 14: Close-up of three small photos on the west wall in Section 2.

90

Figure 15: Close-up of the plastic container in Section 2.

Figure 16: View of the north wall in Section 2 showing dirt carrier and yoke.
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Section 3: Constant Fear
After viewing the second section, visitors proceed south through the exhibit floor to the
third section, which consists of two parts: one freestanding panel wall in the middle of the
exhibit floor facing the southwest (See Figure 17) and a three-wall alcove in the southwest
corner of the room (See Figure 18). Section three of the exhibit, titled “Constant Fear,”17
emphasizes how Cambodians lived with the constant fear of death by execution, overwork,
starvation, or untreated illness. Above the third section, facing the “Destroying Society” section,
is another Khmer Rouge slogan, which reads: “Angkar has the many eyes of the pineapple.”18
The freestanding wall panel of the section consists of a large wall-length backdrop photograph of
people transporting dirt in baskets for an irrigation project (See Figure 17).19 At the top of this
photo is the title of section three, “Constant Fear,” in English and Khmer. On the left side of the
panel is a quotation in Khmer and the English translation, which reads: “I was used to replace
oxen to plough the fields. After walking for three rounds, I was exhausted and weak. They
wanted to use us until we were dead.” In the center of the panel is a two-paragraph description in
Khmer of the purges, forced labor, and the fear everyone lived with during the Khmer Rouge
period, induced by the threat of spies catching them breaking the regime’s rules. To the right of
this description is its English translation. A video screen is mounted on the wall below the
English translation. At the foot of this panel wall is a small platform, approximately four inches

17

The Khmer title reads: chivĭt rŭah nŏv knŏng pheap phey khlach chea nĭch chea kal. In English it translates to:
Living in a state of constant fear.

18

In Khmer this slogan reads: ângka phnêk mnŏah. Basically, what is meant by this slogan is that Angkar (the
Khmer Rouge regime) sees everything, in every direction, is always watching, and thus knows everything; nothing
can be hidden from it. Marston notes that “the metaphor [was] used in public meetings: people were admonished
that they should not break rules or resist authorities, because [Angkar] would know whatever they did” (1995:109).

19

Photo caption: “Transporting dirt on an irrigation project.” Photo credit: DC-Cam.
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high, which extends from one side of the wall panel to the other. A foot high bamboo fence
outlines the platform (See Figure 19). Displayed in the fence are artifacts that were used in
collective farming by ordinary people, some of which doubled as instruments of torture or
execution by Khmer Rouge cadre. The artifacts include a digging hoe (approximately 39" x 10")
used for torture and farming, a nylon whip used on oxen and people, a branch of thorns for
hitting people (from the sang-kei tree), dried palm reeds used for torture and execution, an iron
bar, and a bamboo stretcher/gurney used to carry the dead and to transport dirt (See Figures 1921). Hovering between the two parts of the “Constant Fear” section are two more Khmer Rouge
slogans. One slogan faces the north, toward the “Destroying Society” section, and reads: “Better
to arrest ten innocent people by mistake than free a single guilty party.”20 The other faces south
and reads: “The sick are victims of their own imagination.”21 The second part of the “Constant
Fear” section contains three panels in an alcove: one on the north wall, one on the west wall, and
one on the south wall (See Figure 18 and Figure 22). The north panel includes six small
photographs, approximately 3 x 5 to 8 x 10inches in size.22 Their captions read as follows
(clockwise from the top): (1) “The photo of this irrigation project was taken while a KR official
delegation was visiting the site,” (2) “The body of a prisoner tortured by KR,” (3) “Khmer Rouge
cadres harvesting rice,” (4) “The Revolutionary Flag (a KR magazine), April 1978,” (5) “Youth
performance,” and (6) “Khmer Rouge cadres.” Below these photos is a glass case filled with
medical objects (See Figure 23). The case contains the following artifacts: two small glass jars
used for ‘cupping,’ two coins fixed into wooden handles used for ‘coining,’ two glass syringes in
20

In Khmer this slogan reads: sŏkhchĕtt chap khŏs dẩp mĭn aoy lĕng khŏs muoy.

21

In Khmer this slogan reads: chheu sâtĕ aromm.

22

All the photos are credited to DC-Cam, except the fourth photo, which is from the Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum
Archives.

23
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a tin box, and two sets of small metal staples in a tin box. The panel on the west wall in this
section includes a large background photograph of a crowd of young people clapping at a Khmer
Rouge gathering in 1973.24 On the right side of this panel is a quote in Khmer.25 The left side of
this panel has a description in Khmer explaining Pol Pot’s suspicions of traitors within his ranks;
rice shortages due to insufficient agricultural practices, exportation of rice, and hoarding of rice;
and the starvation of people in labor camps. Adjacent to this quotation is its English translation
(on the south panel wall). The south panel contains a large photograph of people eating in a
communal dining hall.26 Layered on top of this photo is the English translation of a quotation,27 it
reads: “I tried not to cry. Life was hard. All property was confiscated. [I had] only a plate and a
spoon. They even confiscated the bag that I used as a blanket. When I talk about it, my body
becomes very light. I have no soul in my body.” On the floor in front of the west and south panel
walls is a collection of artifacts commonly used in the communal dining halls during the Khmer
Rouge period. The artifacts include: a large cauldron and lid used to cook rice soup; two ladles
(each person was given one scoop of rice soup; one wooden stirring paddle; a tin milk can (used
to measure the amount of rice for each soup cauldron); and a handful of small wooden sticks
(approximately 3 inches in length) (See Figure 24). Attached to the south wall, below the panel
graphics and beside the communal dining artifacts, is a small spiral notebook and pen for visitors
to write comments about the section. The front of the notebook asks, “What does this object
mean to you?” The notebook contains comments from a variety of visitors, including survivors,
23

Syringes were rarely sterilized and used repeatedly.
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Photo caption: “Youth at a conference in Siem Reap Province, March 23, 1973.” Photo credit: DC-Cam.

25

The English translation is on the south panel of the second part of Section 3.

26

Photo caption: “Communal eating in dining hall.” Photo credit: Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum Archives.

27

The Khmer quote is on the right side of the west panel wall in Section 3.
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second-generation Cambodian Americans, and school children. The comments range from
basic descriptions of the function of the artifacts to personal experiences with the artifacts to
what the artifacts meant to them symbolically. For example, one comment conveys that the
artifacts contain dual meanings: “At one time and place, in peace— love, sharing food with
family or schoolmates. In the time of the Khmer Rouge— hunger, insufficiency, forced
communalism. I hope today its meaning is happy again!” Another comment, written by a secondgeneration Cambodian American, shares a story her mother told her: “This object cooked
porridge. My mom said she was lucky if she had a spoonful of rice. She almost starved to death,
but she became a cook and stole rice. Cooking in these pots saved my mom, but it probably
killed many [others].”

Figure 17: View of the title panel wall of Section 3 "Constant Fear."
28

Based on hand-writing, vocabulary, pronoun use, language (i.e. Khmer or English), as well as some personal
identifiers. Some are written in Khmer, which would suggest a first-generation individual since many secondgeneration Cambodian Americans do not learn to write Khmer. Some include names and personal information such
as “2nd gen. Cambodian American.”
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Figure 18: View of the three-wall alcove in Section 3.

Figure 19: Close-up of the bamboo wall and artifacts in Section 3.
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Figure 20: Close-up of farming and torture artifacts in Section 3.

Figure 21: Close-up of artifacts in Section 3.
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Figure 22: The north panel wall in Section 3 displaying medical artifacts.
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Figure 23: Close-up of the medical artifacts in Section 3.

Figure 24: Close-up of the communal dining artifacts in Section 3.
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Section 4: The Killing Fields
Next, visitors proceed east through the exhibit floor to the fourth section, titled, “The
Killing Fields.”29 The fourth section of the exhibit includes two panel walls in the center of the
floor space spreading from the west to the east and a two-panel alcove in the southeast corner of
the exhibit space (See Figures 25 and 26). The fourth section illustrates the horrors of the Killing
Fields and the Tuol Sleng school-turned-prison torture and execution center in Phnom Penh.
Hovering over this section is a Khmer Rouge slogan, which reads: “When pulling out weeds,
remove them roots and all.”30 The west panel contains a panel-length background photograph of
the interior of a cell at the Tuol Sleng prison center, also known as S-21.31 Layered on top of this
photo are two columns of text, the left one in Khmer and the right in English, describing the
conditions and death toll at S-21, including false confessions or biographies of prisoners, torture,
executions, and the dispatch of dead bodies to the Choeung Ek mass grave site. This text also
describes who was targeted for imprisonment, namely “New People” and ethnic or religious
minorities (e.g. Chinese, Vietnamese, and Muslim Cham). The last paragraph states that, “There
is no exact count of the number of Cambodians who died in the 3 years, 8 months, 20 days of Pol
Pot’s reign of terror, but estimates run as high as 2 million.” The panel immediately east from
this panel contains the section title, “The Killing Fields,” in English and Khmer. The backdrop of
this panel is a large wall-length photograph of a Tuol Sleng torture room with a cot and shackles
at the center.32 Placed on top of the upper-left corner of this photo is a pair of quotes, one in

29

The Khmer title reads: veal pĭ kheat.

30

In Khmer this slogan reads: chik smav trouv chick tĕang bânhos.

31

Photo caption: “A prison cell at S-21 (Tuol Sleng).” Photo credit: Ty Tim.

32

Photo caption: “A prison cot at S-21 (Tuol Sleng).” Photo credit: Amy Reichert.
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Khmer and the English translation, which reads, “My two children died in one day. As soon as I
heard this, I walked out of the canal [where she was cutting grass] and ran [2 kilometers] to the
hospital. Along the stream, I threw the scythe into the canal and cried out, ‘I won't work for you
anymore! I’m not afraid of dying anymore.’ I shouted. I shouted to the entire village.” Below
these quotes is another video screen mounted to the wall. On the right side of this panel wall is a
nook in which several artifacts and a map are displayed (See Figure 27). The artifacts include
weapons for torture and execution, including: two palm reeds used for cutting throats, a pair of
pliers, a hatchet, a bamboo stick, and shackles. The map shows the location of all the killing field
sites, prisons, and memorials throughout the country (See Figure 28). To the right of the nook are
three small photographs with the following captions: (1) “Skulls displayed at Chhoeng Ek,” (2)
“Khmer Rouge cadres,” and (3) “S-21, Tuol Sleng compound” (Figure 27).33 Attached to the
wall beside the nook and photos is another spiral notebook and pen for comments. The second
part of “The Killing Fields” section is in the southeast corner of the exhibit (See Figure 26 and
Figure 29). The south panel displays a wall-length photo of exhumed human skeletal remains
dispersed in a mass grave (See Figure 29).34 At the top of the east panel is a Khmer quote and
English translation, which reads: “They tried to kill every day, seven days a week. It reminds me
of the seven candles in the Memorial.” Below this text are two paintings by Svay Ken (19332008), a survivor of the Khmer Rouge period (See Figure 26). The top painting, titled “The New
Job” (1977), has the following description label: “Angkar ordered Svay Ken to empty the toilets
and use the human feces for fertilizer for the fields. Asked to do any task, Svay Ken always

33
34

Photo credit: Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum Archives.

Photo caption: “Testimony of the dead surrounds exhumed mass grave.” Photo credit: David Alan Harvey,
National Geographic Stock.
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answered yes, since he knew his life hung in the balance.” The bottom photo titled, “The
Accusation” (1979), has the following description label: “In the areas which the Khmer Rouge
briefly took back, they let people live by their own means. ‘I was in one of these areas,’ Svay
Ken tells, ‘and I went to look for grass for the cow with two of my sons. Suddenly a Pol Pot
soldier appeared and accused us of stealing since he said that even the grass belonged to Angkar.
My sons and I were terrified and thought that we had finally reached our last day. But because I
quickly kneeled and begged for forgiveness, after a long time, the soldier agreed to let us go.”

Figure 25: View of the main panel walls in Section 4 "The Killing Fields."
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Figure 26: View of the second half of Section 4.

Figure 27: Close-up of the nook in Section 4 displaying artifacts and a map.
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Figure 28: Close-up of a map showing mass graves and memorial sites across Cambodia.

Figure 29: View of the southeast corner of Section 4.
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Concluding Sections: How I Survived and Vann Nath Tribute
Visitors then walk further east to the following section, entitled “How I Survived.” This
section includes a three-wall alcove (See Figure 30). Against the west wall of the alcove is a
glass case containing an oil lamp once powered by kerosene or fish fat. The title of this section is
located on the north wall, below which is another video screen. Like the other video screens
throughout the exhibit, this one remains blank without the intended videos playing.35 Above this
section is the last Khmer Rouge slogan in the exhibit: “One who protests is an enemy; one who
opposes becomes a corpse.”36 The east wall of this section is blank except for a long, rectangular
window (approximately 6" x 4'), through which visitors can see a hallway that leads north back
to the reception area and gift shop. Hung along the east wall of this hallway are four framed
prints of sketches by the survivor-artist, Vann Nath, one of 12 survivors of S-21 (See Figure
31).37 The sketches illustrate the conditions at S-21 and what Vann Nath was forced to draw for
the Khmer Rouge (See Figures 32 and 33). At the end of the wall is a poster with an obituary and
two photographs of Vann Nath, one is a mugshot of him as a young prisoner at S-21 and the
other is of him older as a survivor (See Figure 34). This hallway leads visitors back to the front
of the museum where the gift shop and reception desk are located.
This chapter has provided a full description of the contents of each section in the final
RKF exhibit. With these details in mind, the next chapter continues with a reconstruction of how
35

Although NCHM intended for videos to play on this screen, Dr. Susan Needham has commented that the blank
screen could also serve as a metaphor for why many Cambodians survived, by staying blank, silent like the kapok
tree (daoem kor). In Khmer, the kor tree is used as a play on words because it is a homophone for the term ko
meaning ‘deaf-mute’. Many people feel that is how they survived, by remaining silent and not “hearing” anything.
For a sample of survivor quotations refer to Appendix B; For “How I survived” stories of the six survivors featured
in the exhibit refer to Appendix C.

36

In Khmer this slogan reads: tâva khmăng brâchhăng khmaoch.

37

Somewhere between 14,000 and 17,000 people were imprisoned at S-21 during the Khmer Rouge reign.
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the exhibit came to be, that is, the development process of the exhibit from early
conceptualization to the selection process of each of the exhibit elements (e.g. photographs,
artifacts, quotations from life histories, layout design, etc.).

Figure 30: View of the "How I Survived" section.
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Figure 31: View of the Vann Nath tribute section in the east hallway.

Figure 32: Close-up of two of Vann Nath's drawings.
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Figure 33: Close-up of two of Vann Nath's drawings.

Figure 34: Close-up of the obituary poster in the Vann Nath tribute section.

CHAPTER 5
RECONSTRUCTION OF THE EXHIBIT’S DEVELOPMENT
The Decision to Create an Exhibit on the Khmer Rouge Period
Since the museum’s inception, producing an exhibit on the Khmer Rouge period was
always a plan, but the museum questioned when was the right time to create such an exhibit. In
2008, the museum board and the museum advisory committee began contemplating what type of
exhibition should follow the Cambodia Born Anew exhibit. Two ideas were proposed in moving
forward to the next exhibit. Two Cambodian survivors who worked at the museum proposed the
first idea. They felt it was time to create an exhibition on the Khmer Rouge period. The second
idea was to create an exhibit that would focus on refugee experiences after the Khmer Rouge. A
member of the museum staff and a community member proposed the second exhibit idea. This
exhibit would feature videos of survivors giving testimony about their experiences as refugees in
camps and the transitional period between camps and resettlement in new countries. For the first
idea, the museum board and the advisory board members acknowledged positive aspects of
creating an exhibit on the Killing Fields as well as potential conflicts or challenges that could
arise from creating such an exhibit. They acknowledged the need for producing an exhibit about
the atrocities of the Khmer Rouge and how it came to be, and agreed that it was very important
for the museum to create an exhibit on this topic. Others, however, worried that it was too soon
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to create an exhibit about the Killing Fields since, even though 30 years had passed some
survivors still could not talk about that period in their lives. They also felt that although it is
popular in Khmer culture to tell stories it is less popular to talk about the past. Some worried that
making an exhibit on the Khmer Rouge would force the museum to take a public stance on the
newly formed UN tribunal on the Khmer Rouge crimes and the issue of crime and punishment.
Still they felt that the opportunity to recount the Cambodian genocide visually by creating a
Killing Fields exhibit was critical. In these early discussions about planning an exhibit on the
Killing Fields, the museum and advisory board all agreed that it was crucial to include survivors’
voices and opinions in the decision-making process and that they would need to proceed
delicately to avoid causing potential emotional harm. They also wanted to ensure that the
community would feel a sense of ownership of an exhibit on the Killing Fields, if one were to be
produced. In support of the second idea for the next exhibit, the museum and advisory board felt
that a refugee exhibit would be important because many people, including younger generations
of Cambodian Americans and the general public, were unaware of Cambodian refugee
experiences that followed immediately after the Killing Fields. In contemplating this second
idea, they raised the idea of creating an exhibit that could use lighting and sound to evoke
emotions and feelings in the visitors. They also felt that an exhibit on refugees would be helpful
for the younger generations of Cambodian Americans to learn about their families’ experiences
as refugees and could inform Cambodian Americans and a wider public about the consequences
of genocide. Ultimately the museum decided to go with the first idea, to create an exhibit on the
Killing Fields, but many of the considerations raised in discussing the idea for a refugee exhibit
were applied in the development process of the Killing Fields exhibit.
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When the decision was made to go forward with an exhibition on the Killing Fields, the
museum board/staff and advisory board decided to arrange meetings to interview a number of
survivors in the community to gauge their opinions about creating an exhibit on the Khmer
Rouge period. They were particularly concerned with hearing the opinions of the older members
within the community. They recognized the potential challenges and risks that creating an
exhibition on such an emotional and traumatic topic could raise, such as evoking painful
memories and causing distress, or potentially creating division within the community if people
disagreed about doing the exhibit or what it should include. They did not want to engender any
feelings of distrust toward the museum.
Involved Parties
The exhibition was created through a collaboration between the Cambodian Association
of Illinois, the Cambodian American Heritage Museum and Memorial, and Northern Illinois
University.1 This collaboration included members from the CAI board and staff, the museum
board and staff, and the museum advisory committee. During the time of the exhibit’s creation,
the CAI board of directors was comprised of fifteen members and eight emeritus members, the
majority of whom were first-generation Cambodian Americans who either escaped from
Cambodia before the Khmer Rouge takeover or were survivors of the Khmer Rouge period who
came to the US as refugees after 1979. The CAI staff was made up of thirteen members, some
first-generation or non-Khmer, but the majority were 1.5 or second-generation Cambodian
Americans. The museum board consisted primarily of second-generation Cambodian Americans.
And the museum staff was made up of a combination of non-Khmer Americans, a handful of
1

NIU collaborators included: Judy Ledgerwood, from the NIU Anthropology department and Center for Southeast
Asian Studies; Ann Wright-Parsons, from the NIU Anthropology Museum; and some of Ledgerwood’s students.

111
1.5/second-generation Cambodian Americans, and one first-generation Cambodian American.
The museum advisory committee was made up of nine individuals. Two advisory members were
1.5/second-generation Cambodian Americans in the Chicago community actively involved with
CAI and/or CAHM. Three members were museum professionals from history, anthropology, or
Holocaust museums in the Chicago area. Two members were academics. And the remaining two
members were from philanthropic or consulting groups. The Museum also hired a design team to
assist with the exhibition design, graphic design, and media production. The design team
included six individuals, including a lead designer for each design area and an assistant to each
designer. The museum also regularly consulted Cambodian community members, especially
first-generation survivors, to get feedback on exhibit decisions throughout the development of
the exhibit. A curatorial team— made up of the museum staff (namely Charles Daas, Ty Tim,
and Kaoru Watanabe), an NIU anthropologist (Judy Ledgerwood), and later the exhibition
designer (Amy Reichert), and the graphic designer (Anida Yoeu Ali)— was involved in directing
each step in the exhibit’s production.
General Timeline and Process of Exhibit Conceptualization
The museum board/staff and the advisory committee decided to use data from a life
history project, which began in 2006, to form the foundation of the Killing Fields exhibit. This
project, called the Cambodian Life History Documentation Project, was a collaboration with
Ledgerwood and the NIU Anthropology department. The project was funded by a grant from the
Henry Luce Foundation, which provided funds for the collection of 48 life history interviews
with Cambodian elders who survived the Khmer Rouge genocide and were living in the
Metropolitan Chicago area at the time. This is one point that touches on the issue of whose
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voices are heard and included in the production of narrative, a point that will be discussed further
in the conclusion. The interviews were conducted in the summer of 2006 by two NIU students
and two Cambodian Americans hired by the museum. The students were given a list of questions
to guide the interviews, which asked interviewees about their lives in Cambodia before and
during the Khmer Rouge. The interviews were conducted in Khmer and audio recorded. Between
2008 and 2009, the interviews were transcribed and translated into English. Discussions and
ideas about the Killing Fields exhibit continued to formulate among the museum advisory
committee, the CAI board members, and the museum board/staff. The major questions at that
time concerned who the primary audience should be— the Cambodian community and/or the
general public. They knew they wanted the exhibition to be an opportunity for the community to
tell their stories and to present the Cambodian genocide based on first-person testimony and
historical fact, not political agenda. These points contribute to the issue of audience as well as the
concept of voice and the politics of representation, and will be discussed further in the
conclusion chapter. They were also concerned with how they should present and share these
stories. From preliminary analysis of the interview data, four general themes (i.e. daily life,
family life, work life, and killing) emerged from across the interviews, in addition to a list of
more specific sub-themes (i.e. collectivization, destruction of religion, reversal of social order,
no medical care, living in constant fear, breaking up families, mobile groups, forced labor, rice
cultivation, invisible killing, absence of humanity, torture, killing slowly by forced labor and
starvation).
With the themes from the interviews in mind, the museum and its NIU collaborators put
together a preliminary conceptual framework for the exhibit, which was then adapted into grant
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proposals to seek funding. At this time, the museum had developed specific goals to help direct
the focus of the exhibit, as expressed in their second grant proposal to the Henry Luce
Foundation:
The exhibition will examine four core elements of Khmer Rouge Cambodia: 1) Daily
Life; 2) Work Life; 3) Family Life and 4) the Killing Fields. Witnessing the Cambodian
Killing Fields2 will offer our audience an opportunity to explore the universal lessons of
genocide, how people rebuild after mass atrocities and how the Cambodian people
prevailed in the face of evil. Witnessing the Killing Fields aims to examine the Khmer
Rouge atrocities and their impact on Cambodians’ lives, individually as well as
collectively, through stories of those who lived and survived the Khmer Rouge genocidal
regime…The exhibition provides the general public with the opportunity to learn about
the truth of the Cambodian genocide, as it poses questions about human rights abuses, the
human capacity to commit atrocities, and each person’s role in preventing genocide. In
turn, we hope the exhibition also provides Cambodian survivors a space and time to
process their past through sharing their experiences and stories with other survivors, and
younger generations, especially their children.
In 2009, they received a second grant from the Henry Luce Foundation and a grant from the
Joyce Foundation for exhibition development. In 2010, they received a grant from the Illinois
Humanities Council to fund the second phase of the Life History Project. In addition to these
larger grants, they also received a number of general operating grants.
In 2009, with initial funding secured, the museum staff and advisory committee began to
build the design team to work with them on refining their ideas for the exhibition. From a pool of
applicants, the museum selected two American exhibition designers as finalists for the position.
One of the designers proposed the idea of using ‘theatrical techniques’ for the exhibit, i.e. the use
of lighting, sound, visuals, and manipulation of space in order to create a ‘total sensory
experience.’ This designer wanted to create an exhibit setting that would bring visitors “as close
as possible to experiencing what it was like to be living in Cambodia during this extremely

2

Witnessing the Cambodian Killing Fields was an early title proposed for the exhibit.
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difficult time.” This designer proposed creating a replica of a Tuol Sleng prison cell for visitors
3

to walk through in order to be immersed in what it was like to be in S-21 during the Khmer
Rouge. In this designer’s proposal they emphasized wanting to have visitors “bear witness” and
to ask themselves why and how something like this could take place. The designer also wanted
Cambodian survivors to “realize healing through telling their stories” and bring awareness to this
period in Cambodian history. The second designer that the museum considered emphasized the
importance of collaborating closely with the community and being sensitive to the museum itself
and its intended audience. The designer’s proposal took a more historical approach to designing
the exhibit and proposed using “life-size photographs coupled with archival material [to convey]
a sense of the cultural landscape.”4 This designer acknowledged the necessity of providing
historical background to the rise of the Khmer Rouge for a wider public unfamiliar with
Cambodia’s history. The designer also wanted the exhibit to include an exploration of the
progression of Khmer people “moving from normal life to the dehumanization that occur[ed]
under the Khmer Rouge genocide.”5 This designer also stressed the importance of community
representation in exhibitions like these and proposed using the life history interviews and
testimony from the tribunal to incorporate survivors’ voices. This designer had previous
experience with designing exhibitions on genocide, particularly three exhibits on the Holocaust
and the rise of the Third Reich. These previous exhibits “explored how great evil can arise within
a seemingly civilized society.”6 The designer wanted the new exhibit to explore similar themes

3

Secondary documents from CAHM of exhibition designer proposals.

4

Secondary documents from CAHM of exhibition designer proposals.

5

Secondary documents from CAHM of exhibition designer proposals.

6

Secondary documents from CAHM of exhibition designer proposals.
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and educate visitors on what genocide is and “what it means to be human.” The museum decided
to hire the second exhibition designer, Amy Reichert, because of her previous experience
designing exhibits on genocide, as well as her ideas and approach to the exhibition design. The
museum had also worked with Reichert on a previous exhibition at CAHM, so they were
comfortable and confident with her work and approach.
The museum also wanted the members of the design team to represent the Cambodian
perspective, so they reached out to Cambodian Americans with expertise in graphic design and
media production. This point goes to the issue of voice, power, and control over the production
of the exhibit and narrative to which we will return in in the conclusion. Initially, the museum
approached a Cambodian filmmaker in Cambodia for the media production position, but because
the museum wanted the documentary introduction video to include some historical information
that can be regarded as politically sensitive, the filmmaker was concerned they would get in
trouble with the Cambodian government and declined the museum’s offer. The museum then
approached Socheata Poeuv, a filmmaker who is a second-generation Cambodian American and
whose primary residence is in the US, to fulfill the position and she agreed to film video for the
exhibit. She produced the introductory video, which provides the historical context for the
exhibit. Using archival footage and photographs, Poeuv narrates Cambodia’s recent history,
starting with Cambodia’s independence in 1953 and leading up to the rise of the Khmer Rouge
and the takeover of Phnom Penh. The museum was also able to hire a second-generation
Cambodian American to be the exhibit’s graphic designer. Anida Yoeu Ali, a graphic designer
and performance artist whose parents survived the Killing Fields and are featured in the exhibit,
had expressed interest in contributing to the exhibit. The museum was familiar with this graphic
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designer, since she had volunteered with a youth program at the museum and had designed
materials for the museum’s building campaign, Hope & Renewal.
In the beginning of 2010, Judy Ledgerwood and students from one of her classes at NIU
began the second phase of the Life History Project. Each student was given several interviews to
read and code, noting important themes and events. All the interviews were read by more than
one person. All 48 of the original interviews were analyzed and the earlier themes were refined.
This analysis produced more specific topic labels for the four major themes: 1) Evacuation and
Collectivization, 2) Breaking Down Social Order, 3) Living in Constant Fear, and 4) the Killing
Fields. The second phase also involved selecting 12 individuals from the original 48 interviews
to be interviewed a second time. The twelve individuals were asked to participate in videotaped
interviews because their stories fit into both the overarching, collective story of life during the
Khmer Rouge, but also provided unique experiences of individuals. They were urban and rural,
of different ages and sex, from different parts of the country, and had different experiences.
Since the second phase of the oral history project began several years after the original
interviews took place, some challenges arose when seeking further participation from the
interviewees. Some of the original participants had gotten older and were unable to continue with
the project. At least one participant had passed away and another no longer wanted to speak
about the painful memories of the Khmer Rouge time. Of the twelve interviewees the museum
asked to interview again, only five individuals agreed to participate. In addition to these five a
new individual, the spouse of one of the original five, was also interviewed. In total, five
interviews, with six people in total (four were interviewed individually and two, a couple, were
interviewed together), were videotaped in Khmer and transcribed.
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Early in 2010 the curatorial team used the four major themes refined in the second phase
of the oral life history project to begin discussing ideas for the contents of the exhibit. They
developed storyboards to conceptualize what they wanted to include in each theme section.
Artifacts, documents, photographs, slogans, video clips, and sub-concepts (i.e. daily life, work
life, family life, and the killing fields) were color-coded with tags and mapped out (See Figure
35). The team discussed what types of elements would fit with the concepts in each theme
section. Then they began to designate which quotations from the life history interviews would
suit each theme section. The curatorial team formulated concepts and layouts for the exhibition
and then the CAI board, the museum board, and the museum advisory committee reviewed and
commented on them.

Figure 35: Example storyboard (Courtesy of Judy Ledgerwood).
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Stages of Exhibit Layout Evolution
The overall concept for the exhibit’s layout was to have visitors start the exhibit by
watching the introductory video, followed by an introduction to the six survivors, and then
progressing from the Khmer Rouge takeover of Phnom Penh and the evacuation of cities to what
it was like to live under the Khmer Rouge (i.e. the second, third, and fourth theme sections), and
then continue to a fifth section that (depending on the layout version) either provided visitors
with a computer station to research the tribunal and view KR leader mugshots, or informed
viewers of why people thought they survived the Khmer Rouge. The exhibit would then
conclude with a sixth section that (depending on the layout version) either had a timeline of
events that occurred after the end of the Khmer Rouge period (in Cambodia, refugee camps, and
in the US—refugee resettlement), or a tribute to the artist survivor Vann Nath. Depending on
who guides the tours, the visitors either view the Memorial before the Killing Fields section or
after completing the exhibit before they leave the museum. This is one point that will be
discussed further in the final chapter.
The exhibit’s layout design and contents continued to evolve from 2009 to 2011 and went
through several drafts. After each draft was created by the design team, in consultation with the
rest of the curatorial team, it was reviewed by the CAI board/staff and museum board/staff. This
was a lengthy process as every image, artifact, text selection, translation, and design element was
assessed for its relevance, meaning, and effect, and then could either be approved or rejected by
members of the CAI and/or museum boards. In order to explain how the exhibit evolved through
the various stages of its development, I will now discuss the various elements the curatorial team
considered including in the exhibit and why they chose particular elements to include in the final
version of the exhibit. I will start by discussing the changes in the titles of the exhibit and the
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sections in the exhibit. I will then turn to the quotations, video clips, informational texts, Khmer
Rouge slogans, photographs, artifacts, and maps. Lastly, I will discuss other design elements,
such as artwork, lighting, manipulation of space, and architectural features that were considered
for part of the exhibit’s design.
Exhibit Title and Section Titles
In the early stages of conceptualizing the exhibit, its title was “Witnessing the Killing
Fields.” The curatorial team felt that the word “witnessing” did not exactly fit with the tone they
were trying to set for the exhibit. “Witnessing” is more suggestive of an outsider’s view of
events, whereas “remembering” is more in line with the insider’s perspective, as it is more
suggestive of recounting memory. As planning moved forward the exhibit’s title changed to
“Three Years, Eight Months, 20 Days: Remembering the Killing Fields.” The amount of time
indicated in this title version is a reference to the exact amount of time the Khmer Rouge
officially controlled Cambodia, from April 17, 1975 to January 7, 1979. The title was later
condensed, cutting out the first half of the title, giving the exhibit the final title, “Remembering
the Killing Fields.” One argument for shortening the title came from Ty Tim. He did not want to
include the “3 years, 8 months, 20 days” timeframe because he said the entire country was not
actually freed from the Khmer Rouge until months after the officially recognized date of January
7, 1979; this was especially true for the northeast region of Cambodia.
The section titles generally evolved from the set of themes that emerged from the life
history interviews, which used more academic terms, and then were edited for accessibility and
readability by audience members with various educational and linguistic backgrounds, as well as
for clarity and conciseness. For example, the title of the Introduction Section was “Perseverance.
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Strength. Survival.,” but later changed to “Perseverance. Strength. Courage.” Section 1 was
initially titled, “Collectivization/ Evacuation of the Cities” and later “Evacuation,” as the theme
for the section was refined. And finally Section 1 took the title, “Clearing the Cities,” which still
exemplifies the incident that commenced the Khmer Rouge period, but more broadly symbolizes
how urban areas were emptied or “cleared” of people and their possessions, and all other signs of
life. In early stages, Section 2 was titled, “Breaking Down the Social Order,” but was eventually
changed to “Destroying Society,” a less academic and more concise phrase. Section 3 began as
“Living in Constant Fear,” but was later shortened to “Constant Fear.” The title of Section 4,
“The Killing Fields,” remained consistent throughout the exhibit’s development. There were two
different plans for Section 5, the section in the southeast alcove of the exhibit; one was to have
the section dedicated to the tribunal, but this plan was short-lived and never received an official
title; the second plan was to have the section titled, “Why/How I Survived,” and was later edited
simply to “How I Survived.” The last section, Section 6, located on the library’s external wall in
the east hallway, was initially going to have a two-part title, “Living Through It / Timeline:
Cambodia After the Khmer Rouge (KR) Regime,” to indicate the dual purpose of the timeline,
i.e. to follow survivors’ lives after the KR period (“Living Through It”), and to follow the
historical-political events that happened after the end of the KR period. When the Timeline
concept fell through,7 Section 6 was turned into a tribute to Vann Nath and left without an
official title.
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Quotation Selection
Potential quotations to include as text in the exhibit were selected from the original 48
life history interviews and the six videotaped interviews, and then compiled into lists for each
theme section. As the exhibit development progressed, the curatorial team chose an even smaller
selection of quotations to include in the final exhibit. Since the interviews were originally
conducted in Khmer and then translated into English for analysis, the quotations were selected
from the English transcripts and then translated back into Khmer if they were selected for the
final exhibit. The Khmer translations were reviewed for accuracy and consistency with the
original interviews by at least two members of the curatorial team.
In the beginning of the exhibition planning, an average of 20 quotation passages per
theme section were organized into lists to choose from. Each passage was a few paragraphs long.
These then had to be reduced in length (a few sentences at most) and number in order to fit into
the final exhibit panels. From a list of 16 quotations proposed for the “Clearing the Cities”
section, five were selected in the early 2010 layout version, and ultimately this number was
reduced down to two quotations to be included in the final exhibit. The following condensed
quotations show a few examples of potential quotations the museum considered using for
Section 1:
TK4: “They asked for people to help our government. They announced, "Oh, who is a
policeman? Who is professor? Who is a high-ranking official? You have to come and receive
King Sihanouk.”
TK6: “...officials, soldiers, teachers, professors, and those who were high ranking
officers...were identified [by the Khmer Rouge] and sent for “re-education.” They were
never seen coming back.”
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TK11: “But they shut down everything. No public transportation, no market, no
pharmacy, public school. It’s empty, they shut down everything—everything’s closed up.
They emptied the city...” (Selected for final exhibit layout).
TK11: They even closed hospitals. Handicapped people, those who needed surgery...they
told doctors to shut down everything. Go! They emptied hospitals. All IVs, blood
transfusions…they took out everything and let people die. That’s how cruel they were.
TK11: [The Khmer Rouge shouted]: “America will bomb the country, the city. Everyone
will die.” Well we would rather stay and hide in our house. “No no, you cannot hide in
your house. You leave or else.” He pulled out a gun and knives. They were gonna kill
you. You had no choice.”
The point of quotation selection speaks to the issue of the politics of representation and curatorial
practices, and a tension that exists between the commemorative voice of survivors and the
educational voice of museum professionals. This is a topic we return to below in the conclusion.
Thirteen quotations were proposed for the “Destroying Society” section. That list was
narrowed down to five quotations in the early 2010 layout, and then down to two quotations in
the final 2011 layouts. For the “Constant Fear” section, 26 passages were listed, and then
reduced to nine quotations in 2010, three quotations in an early 2011 layout, and lastly two
quotations in the final 2011 layout. The fourth section, “The Killing Fields,” originally had a
selection of 21 passages. This selection was condensed to nine potential quotations in 2010, to
three in the summer of 2011, and then to two quotations in the final 2011 layout. In late 2010,
Section 5 was designated as the “How I Survived” section and the curatorial team planned to
include two quotations as text in the section (see below), but in the final exhibit layout no
quotations were included as text:
K17: “Please listen to what I have said carefully and I want to say that you should learn
more about the history of our country. You have to find out why it happened to our
country. Please listen to me and try to learn more.”
TK4: “So every day we think about it. I don’t know how we could forget. Even when we
are asleep, we think about the past...Why did my sister die? Why did my brother die?
Why did my dad die? Why am I still alive?”
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The choice to include particular quotations in the final exhibit design involved several
factors. First of all, there was limited space for the exhibit, so they could only choose a few. The
curatorial team also wanted to include quotations that would tie in with the collective narrative of
the period as well as personal narratives of survivors. Selecting quotations also came down to
maintaining a balance between which quotations would have the greatest impact and facilitate
the story but also ones that were not too graphic so that survivors and young visitors would not
be negatively affected. After the long and agonizing process of narrowing down pages and pages
of life history interviews into tiny snippets of stories, Judy Ledgerwood, Kaoru Watanabe, and a
woman from the museum advisory board who worked for a history museum finally chose a small
selection of quotations to fit in each section. Although the final exhibit was only able to feature a
handful of quotations in each section, binders with more extensive lists of quotations relevant to
each section’s theme can be accessed in the museum library. In addition to these binders, the
full-length interviews can be accessed with permission from the museum.
Video Clip Selection
Video clips were selected from the videotaped life history interviews of six survivors to
be played on video screens throughout each theme section. The video clips would supplement
the stories told by images, artifacts, and text. In early 2010, eleven possible video clips of
survivor interviews were listed to potentially include in Section 1. This number was reduced to
eight videos, ranging from 25-second to 2-mintue clips, in the 2011 final layout. The video clips
focused on the topics of: evacuation/forced relocation, second relocations, false relief when the
KR took control in 1975 and people thought the worst was over, losing family members,
witnessing arrests, and witnessing executions immediately after the KR takeover. A list of
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fourteen video clips were proposed for Section 2 in 2010, on topics such as: everyone becoming
farmers, the destruction of religious life, breakdown of the family system, separation of parents
and children, making fertilizer, hiding one’s identity, dietary restrictions for Muslims, communal
eating, child labor, starvation, and stealing food or getting extra food from fishing. The number
of video clips for Section 2 was decreased to twelve clips early in 2011 and seven in the final
2011 layout. For Section 3, seventeen video clips were selected in 2010 and early 2011, and
eleven clips were chosen in the 2011 layout. The video for Section 3 included the topics of
starvation, being watched/spied on, loosing family members, forced labor, DK propaganda,
stealing food to feed one’s family, family dying of illness, pregnancy, communal eating,
witnessing killing, and working/farming. In Section 4, had fourteen possible video clips in 2010
and eleven clips in 2011. The video clips for Section 4 revolved around losing family members,
dying of starvation, dying of illness, witnessing killing, purges, despair/sorrow, mass killing, and
killing for no reason. The main feature of Section 5, “How I Survived,” was video clips of
survivors.8 In 2010, Section 5 had 24 proposed video clips. The final 2011 layout plan for
Section 5 included twelve video clips. In the selected video clips for Section 5, survivors
explained that they survived because: They let destiny lead them; They stole and hid a bag of
rice to feed their family; They were shown mercy by a KR cadre leader because they brought
him food; They and their family decided not to return to their home village and were able to hide
their identities; They were Cham, and Cham were thought to be good fishers and even though he
(the husband) did not actually know how to fish (he was a teacher), they were able to get extra
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food from fishing; They wore an amulet; They worked hard and the KR soldiers did not kill hard
workers; They persevered; They knew how to farm.
The museum intended to have the audio of all the video clips translated into English in
order to create subtitles for non-Khmer-speaking museum visitors. However, funds ran out
before the subtitles could be added to the videos. Without subtitles, the video screens were never
completed and have not operated since the exhibit’s opening night.9 This point brings up a
question of who was the intended primary audience, as well as the power the Cambodian
Americans involved held in choosing what should be included. If the primary audience is
survivors, then the video clips could run without English subtitles because survivors would have
no problem understanding the stories told by fellow survivors in the videos. This suggests that
the video clips may have been more for the non-Khmer (speaking) audiences who could not
understand the videos without subtitles. Or the fact the video clips and subtitles were never
completed may suggest that this is one design element that the museum, particularly CAI board
members and CAHM board/staff, was uncomfortable with or did not really want to include.
Informational Text
The informational text that describes the historical events and evidence of the Khmer
Rouge period in each theme section was written by Ledgerwood, then revised for content and
accessibility for a general audience by a museum professional on the advisory board, and then
approved by the CAI board, museum board, and community members. The text was then
translated into Khmer by four CAI/museum staff and community members. The translations
were then edited by a Cambodian American in the academic community and Ledgerwood.
9

In Fall 2015, Judy Ledgerwood was awarded the title of Presidential Engagement Professor
from NIU and will allocate funds from the award to finish the subtitles of these videos so they can be completed.
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The informational text panel for Section 1 originally had 395 words describing the
Khmer Rouge takeover on April 17, 1975 and the evacuation of urban areas. In the 2011 final
version the text panel was edited down to 295 words (three paragraphs). In the 2010 version of
the exhibit, the text panel for Section 2 had 341 words describing the Khmer Rouge practices and
ideologies, collectivized agriculture and other labor, the organization of work units, the
breakdown and separation of families, and the replacement of the “family” concept with Angkar.
The text panel for Section 2 was copyedited and reduced to 278 words in the final 2011 version.
The informational text panel for Section 3 was reduced from 426 words to 307 words on Khmer
Rouge purges, rice hoarding, food shortages, reducing food rations, malaria, malnutrition, and
other forms of disease spreading through the population, and the key to survival being hard work
and silence. The Section 4 text panel was shortened from 500 words down to 356 words
describing how the Khmer Rouge looked for “enemies of Angkar,” life in S-21, false confessions
at S-21, the mass graves, executions and torture, and the estimated death toll during the Khmer
Rouge period.
In versions prior to the final exhibit layout, Section 6 of the exhibit included a timeline in
which informational text would mark the major events that occurred after the fall of the Khmer
Rouge, beginning with “January 7, 1979 Vietnamese troops take Phnom Penh and the KR regime
officially ends, fighting continues in other areas of the country” and ending with (then) present
day events, such as “2009-10 The trial of Kaing Guek Eav, head of S-21 torture center begins at
the ECCC; he is charged with war crimes, murder, torture and crimes against humanity. July 26,
2010, He is found guilty and sentenced to 35 years in prison; given time served, the sentence is
for 19 years” and “2011 The trial for the four surviving KR leaders, Nuon Chea, Khieu
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Samphan, Ieng Sary and Ieng Thirith, case 002 begins” (See Figure 36). The timeline would also
include text about what happened to Cambodian survivors once they fled Cambodia. The
timeline encountered some complications while it was being designed. As with all the other text
in the exhibit, the text in the timeline had to be approved by members of the CAI and museum
board/staff. Since the points along the timeline were historical events, they also involved politics,
and getting multiple generations of Cambodian Americans with different political opinions
proved to be a difficult task. Another obstacle to completing the timeline was a possible lack of
full interest of survivors to share personal details of their present lives. Additionally, there were
some debates as to whether all the individuals featured in the timeline should only be survivors,
or also include evacuees and/or younger generation Cambodian Americans. The consequence of
these issues was the deletion of the timeline from the final exhibit.

Figure 36: Mock-up version of the timeline (Courtesy of NCHM).

This was the first time the museum had decided to create a completely bilingual
exhibition. They felt that in order to engender a sense of ownership of the exhibit in the
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community and also make the exhibit accessible to a wider general public, the exhibit would
have to be in Khmer and English. This is an interesting point because, historically, Khmer
history and knowledge were transmitted orally from one generation to the next, from teacher to
students. In addition, most younger generation Cambodian Americans do not read Khmer, nor do
elder survivors take the time to read through all of the Khmer text presented in the exhibit. So the
insistence on incorporating Khmer written language in all of the exhibit’s texts has more
symbolic significance as a marker of Khmer identity and perhaps since it is language— “voice.”
Creating a fully bilingual exhibit did present some challenges. The translation process was long
and tedious, and involved the personal and political sentiments of the individuals producing the
translations. For example, Judy Ledgerwood has pointed out the use of the Khmer word vea (‘it’)
—which is generally reserved for animals and young children, or impolitely, people of low
status— to refer to the Khmer Rouge. The use of this term to refer to the Khmer Rouge
underscores the hate and contempt felt by the translator toward the Khmer Rouge. The Khmer
translations of the exhibit’s informational text encountered varying interpretations from different
generations of Khmer speakers in the community and personal biases and feelings of the
translators.
Khmer Rouge Slogan Selection
A list of potential Khmer Rouge slogans to include in the exhibit was compiled by Ty
Tim. After the list was created the curatorial team read through the list and began to match
possible slogans to each theme section. Out of a list of sixteen potential slogans, seven were
included throughout the final exhibit.10 The curatorial team decided to have Khmer Rouge
10

For an extended list of Khmer Rouge slogans, see Appendix A.
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slogans in the exhibit looming over each section, as a way to incorporate a sense of fear and
oppression in the exhibit by representing the intimidating and controlling presence of the Khmer
Rouge regime throughout the duration of their reign. Another reason for including these slogans
was that some of the survivor interviews referenced them. For example, one woman told a story
of how a Khmer Rouge soldier told her, “to keep you is no gain, to destroy you is no loss” (one
of the most powerful and notorious KR slogans), when she was trying to explain to the soldier
that her husband was sick and could not work that day. The slogans are the only presence of a
Khmer Rouge “voice” in the exhibit; the curatorial team deliberately minimized this voice,
choosing to give priority to the voices of survivors/the community. The point of selecting the
Khmer Rouge slogans and limiting the Khmer Rouge voice in the exhibit speaks to the issue of
voice and who has the power to tell this story, and will be discussed further in the conclusion.
Photograph Selection
To begin the process of selecting photographs, members from the CAI board/staff,
museum board/staff, and the curatorial team browsed through Khamboly Dy’s book, “A History
of Democratic Kampuchea (1975-1979)” published by DC-Cam in 2007, and placed sticky notes
on photos they wanted to include in the exhibit. The book includes many photographs from DCCam’s archives, among other collections, including the Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum (TSGM),
National Geographic, as well as from the personal collections of four individuals (i.e.
photographers, scholars, or community members): Roland Neveu, Elizabeth Becker, Amy
Reichert, and Ty Tim. Judy Ledgerwood travelled to Cambodia to visit the DC-Cam and TSGM
archives to acquire scans of the original photographs and permissions for their use. Ledgerwood
acquired hundreds of scanned photographs from the archives and photographs from personal
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collections while in Cambodia. From DC-Cam, 56 photographs of Tuol Sleng prisoner
mugshots, corpses left at Tuol Sleng, cells at Tuol Sleng, piles of bones in mass graves and at
Tuol Sleng, Khmer Rouge leader portraits and group photos, Khmer Rouge rallies, and work
units were acquired; some of these were originally selected from the DC-Cam book and later
scanned by Ledgerwood. Only 16 of these photos made it into the finished exhibit panels. From
the Tuol Sleng archives, 22 prisoner mugshot photographs and scans of 8 pages of prison
documents, some of which had handwritten notes by Duch and analyses of “confessions,” were
acquired. None of the Tuol Sleng mugshots or documents were included in the final exhibit.
More than 200 photographs of the Tuol Sleng prison complex were taken as well, but only a
handful made it into the exhibit. Only a total of 31 photos ended up in the final exhibit.
As with the selection of quotations, the selection of photographs also dealt with limited
space and finding a balance between graphic and effectual images while remaining cognizant of
potential psychological risks to different audience groups. The curatorial team and design team
wanted to visually demonstrate the magnitude of destruction and violence during the Khmer
Rouge, to be sure that the audience (non-survivors) could grasp the severity of life under DK, but
again they also did not want to cause any unnecessary emotional or psychological trauma to
survivors or young audience members. Another reason they refrained from using an excessive
amount of gruesome images was to avoid the risk of sensationalizing the period. The curatorial
team and design team also wanted to illustrate the “truth” of what happened during the Khmer
Rouge years by being as representative of different experiences/perspectives as possible (e.g. the
collective experience, individual experiences). And of course there were logistical reasons for the
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selection of photos, that is, they had to secure permission to use each photo and photos required
good enough resolution to be blown up for wall-sized panels.
The graphic designer and her design team developed all the graphics for the exhibit
panels. The design process involved “recommendations of the overall design, color scheme, font
choice, graphic elements, signage, and photography selection” (Anida Yoeu Ali, interview).
There were extensive conversations between the design team and the NCHM/CAI boards that
went back and forth before reaching the ultimate decisions for the exhibit’s graphic design. The
design team “objected to using too many gruesome photos, in particular we were against using
the typical image of ‘piles of skulls and bones’ [commonly seen at sites such as Choeung Ek and
Tuol Sleng]. We felt these did not honor the victims properly and thus we refused to use the
images too large.” This is one point that highlights how Khmer Buddhist sensibilities,
particularly regarding proper respect for spirits and the remains of the deceased, were
incorporated into the exhibit. Although NCHM did not have to contend with questions of dealing
with actual physical remains of victims, as in Cambodia, photographic images of remains
symbolically took on this same issue. The design team chose “a muted vibrant tone” for the
colors in the exhibit, not wanting it to “feel too somber.” They wanted to create a balance
between the colors— which give “a sense of vibrancy and resilience”— and the black and white
photos (Anida Yoeu Ali, interview).
Artifact Selection
The curatorial team worked on selecting artifacts that they considered to be crucial to
telling the stories in the exhibit, both the collective and individual narratives. One museum staff
member, Ty Tim, a first-generation Cambodian American survivor, was instrumental in the
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process of selecting artifacts. Ty Tim created a “wish list” of possible artifacts from the Khmer
Rouge period.11 From this wish list, Ty Tim and the rest of the curatorial team placed artifacts in
corresponding theme sections. In 2010, the team designated four artifacts— a lunchbox, spoon,
and two hammocks— for Section 1. Later in 2010, they also added to Section 1 three Khmer
Rouge uniforms, which would include two female sets (two tops, a skirt, pants, two scarves, and
two pairs of sandals) and one male set (a top, pants, a scarf, and a pair of sandals). In another
layout, they included a backpack in Section 1. By the final 2011 layout, Section 1 included two
uniforms (one male, one female), a lunchbox, a spoon, and two hammocks. In 2010, Section 2
included two proposed artifacts, a dirt basket and a basket carrier/yoke. The final version of
Section 2 also included a urine container (used to make fertilizer). The artifacts proposed for
Section 3 represented a transition in the function of agricultural tools from collective farming to
living in fear of torture and execution. In 2010, they included seven “farming” tools: a hoe, a
whip, thorny steaks, a shovel, an iron bar, a urine container, and a sickle. In the final exhibit, the
sickle was removed and the urine container was moved to Section 2, as mentioned above. The
artifacts for the second part of Section 3, included syringes, a medicine bowl, twelve jars with
stick swabs, a ‘coining’ handle, a rice cauldron, two ladles, a wooden stir paddle, and a milk can.
The final layout reduced the number of jars to two and one swab (for ‘cupping’), removed the
medicine bowl, and added a set of medical staples. The artifacts chosen for Section 4 in 2010,
included a palm reed, shackles, a bamboo stick/baton, and a hatchet. One later plan added a set
of pliers and a set of documents from Tuol Sleng (i.e. an admission intake list and a confession
document). The final 2011 layout did not include the Tuol Sleng documents.
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Ty Tim, along with members of the CAI board, insisted on “authenticity” when it came
to the selection of artifacts. This authenticity is determined by the Cambodian Americans
involved in the selection process, but is intended to be perceived as authentic by non-Khmer
audiences especially. For further discussion on this topic refer to the conclusion. Wanting
artifacts to be as authentic as possible, the curatorial team chose items that were actually used
during the Khmer Rouge period, were reproductions of objects used during that time, and/or are
objects still produced today (although they may have had different functions during the Khmer
Rouge years). For example, the uniforms on display in the first section of the exhibit were made
specifically for the exhibit. The uniforms are reproductions, but when Ty Tim traveled to
Cambodia to acquire them he commissioned a local Cambodian to make the uniforms using a
process similar to that used in the 1970s (e.g. the shirts and pants were made of a particular
material and dyed black with a kind of fish dye, and the sandals were made of rubber car tires).
The agricultural tools in the exhibit are also from Cambodia and were used in farming, but in the
exhibit they also represent the way such tools had dual purposes in the Khmer Rouge times (i.e.
farming and torture/execution). At least one of agricultural tools in the exhibit was acquired by
Ty Tim when he visited a previous Khmer Rouge cadre still living in Cambodia who had still
been using the tool to work his fields. The shackles in the Killing Fields theme section were
acquired from one of the Khmer Rouge prisons. It is also important to note that some of the
exhibit artifacts (e.g. the basket carrier/yoke, dirt basket) were intended to be touchable and are
not confined within a case or bolted down in any way; this was done so that visitors can pick up
artifacts and “test” them out. The artifacts were acquired in Cambodia on multiple occasions and
shipped back to Illinois. Some of the artifacts were previously acquired by the museum for the
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Cambodia Born Anew exhibit and were repurposed for the Killing Fields exhibit (i.e. some of the
agricultural tools). When Ledgerwood travelled to Cambodia to acquire photographs, she also
acquired the scanned copies of documents from TSGM (via DC-Cam), including confessions,
admission lists, and execution lists.12 These documents were intended to be included as artifacts
in the Killing Fields section, but never made it into the final exhibit. The digital copies of these
documents remain in the possession of the NCHM library archives and Judy Ledgerwood. The
exclusion of these artifacts relates to the point of authenticity and truth, which will be discussed
further in the final chapter.
Map Selection
Three maps are included in the exhibit, a general map of Cambodia, a map showing the
relocation/displacement of people during the KR years, and a map of the mass grave sites and
memorial sites throughout Cambodia. All three of these maps were planned to be in the exhibit
from the beginning, however the second two maps had a crucial location change. In early 2010
plans, the Relocation/Displacement map was designed to be a large graphic on the floor of the
Section 1, so that visitors would “walk through” Cambodia as they entered the exhibit space. The
second-generation Cambodian Americans involved in the exhibit design were partial to this idea,
but the first-generation Cambodian survivors strongly disapproved of the concept and felt that it
would be disrespectful to “step on” one’s own country (See Figure 37). So in the later layout
designs, the map was moved to the wall of the second part of Section 1. In the exhibit today, this
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Prisoners were tortured until they gave ‘confessions’ (falsely) incriminating themselves and/or people they knew
in order to avoid execution. ‘Admission lists’ recorded the names and ages of prisoners as they arrived at the S-21
prison and were given a number and had their ‘mug shots’ taken. By ‘execution lists’ I am referring to daily lists of
the names and ages of people who were taken away from S-21 to be killed and buried in nearby mass graves. Some
of the execution lists consisted entirely of children.
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map has fallen and rests against this wall, however, the portability of the map turned out to be a
useful tool for docents who can easily pick it up and show its details to visitors. The map of mass
graves and memorial sites was also planned to be a floor graphic in Section 4, but this concept
encountered similar issues and was placed in a wall niche of Section 4 in the final design.

Figure 37: Mock-up version showing large floor map of Cambodia in a previous design
(Courtesy of NCHM).

Other Design Elements
From an early stage, there was an idea to incorporate survivor artwork in the exhibit to
provide another method of expressing survivors’ stories and another way to interpret what
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happened during the period. The idea came from the community as well as from an interview
with Rithy Panh13 conducted by Judy Ledgerwood when she was in Cambodia acquiring images.
The idea was supported by the museum teams and the CAI board. In 2010, they planned to have
two Vann Nath paintings or Bou Meng drawings depicting life in Tuol Sleng during the Khmer
Rouge in Section 4. Two Bou Meng drawings were chosen and remained in the exhibit until
recently (2014) when the museum was given funds from a foundation to purchase two original
paintings by Svay Ken. The curatorial team also debated including four prints of Vann Nath’s S21 sketches, which Ledgerwood had purchased from Vann Nath in Cambodia. There were
conversations back and forth between Ledgerwood (in Cambodia at the time) and the members
of the CAI/museum boards (in Chicago) about whether or not the prints should even be
purchased. Some of the CAI/museum board did not want to purchase nor include these sketches,
because they were reproductions (the originals had already been sold). Ledgerwood ended up
buying them anyway, not knowing if they would make it into the final exhibit. When the
Timeline concept fell through just before the exhibit’s opening in 2011, the curatorial team
decided to use the sketches to form a Tribute section in the east hallway exiting the exhibit. This
decision was also timely because Vann Nath had passed away just before the opening. Two
photographs and an obituary were composed into a poster by Ledgerwood and added to this
section days before the opening.
In early discussions about the exhibit design, the museum debated whether it should try
to induce fear in visitors as a way to give them a sense of the agony and oppression experienced
under DK. An early concept proposed by some of the 1.5- and second-generation Cambodian
13

Rithy Panh suggested using art not only from survivors, but art by younger artists as well. Ultimately only
survivor art was included.
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Americans on the museum board was to include some sort of dark, cold, enclosed space (calling
to mind the Tuol Sleng prison cells) for visitors to enter before walking through the rest of
exhibit. This idea was influenced somewhat by some Holocaust museums in the US that have a
boxcar, that transported people to their deaths, in the museum for visitors to view or walk
through. But the advisory board and the older generation on the CAI board strongly disliked this
idea, arguing that it would be hard to accomplish and that it was unnecessary. This is one aspect
that contributes to the issues of power, control, survivor voice, and a tension between the various
individuals involved in the exhibit development, all of which will be addressed further in the
conclusion below. Instead, the exhibit designer, Amy Reichert, tried to incorporate the idea of
inducing fear or oppression through certain design elements, such as dimmed lighting and
manipulating the exhibit space to make it seem more confined. One idea was to design a sort of
bamboo roof enclosure to make the ceilings appear shorter, but this plan never came to be,
perhaps because it may have obstructed lighting fixtures. Instead, the use of bamboo was built
into a small one-foot-wall around a platform in Section 3. Another design element to confine the
space was to reduce the height of the exhibit walls so they would not reach the ceilings, which
was included in the final plans. One more design element that contributed to the idea of
confinement/fear inducement was the placement of Khmer Rouge slogans looming over each
exhibit section, so that visitors would read them as they walked beneath them. The slogan
banners were made a bold red to add to their intimidating presence. Lastly, Reichert wanted the
organizational flow of the exhibit space to be somewhat non-linear, which would allow visitors,
survivors in particular, to skip any section that made them feel uncomfortable. This design
element highlights the museum’s emphasis on survivor and community perspectives.
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In one of the early layout designs (2010), when the tribunal was included in the exhibit,
Section 5 also included portrait photos of Khmer Rouge leaders and a computer station to
research the tribunal (See Figure 38). However, this idea never materialized. One reason why the
curatorial team opted not to include the tribunal in the exhibit is that it would have implied a
false sense of resolution. Many members of the Cambodian community in the US feel that the
tribunal has not brought them resolution. The tribunal is controversial because of how long it
took to get set up, because it is held in Cambodia, because only a few of the top tier leaders of
the Khmer Rouge were being tried, among other reasons. With this in mind, the museum decided
not to include the tribunal at all because it may have taken focus away from the community’s
voice. This is another aspect that will be discussed further in the conclusion, in regard to the
issue of politics of memory and representation.

Figure 38: Mock-up showing Tribunal Section in a previous design (Courtesy of NCHM).
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Also in early layouts (2010), there was an idea for the exhibit to have a wall extension
from the memorial and Section 3, constricting access to the memorial and separating it from the
exhibit (See Figure 39). At one point, the wall extension was to include Tuol Sleng prisoner
mugshot photographs. The first generation disliked the idea of having a wall separate the
memorial; they wanted the memorial to be more incorporated into the exhibit. The idea of adding
“prisoner” mugshot photographs never came to fruition either, because some members thought it
could be seen as disrespectful or may have taken away from the “peaceful” nature of the
memorial. The 1.5-generation individuals contested the idea of using the mugshots because they
were aware of the controversy that ensued the MoMA exhibit of the same photographs and felt
that including photographs of unidentified victims would be a form of exploitation.

Figure 39: Mock-up showing a wall extension from the Memorial in a previous design
(Courtesy of NCHM).
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One last element I will discuss is the description labels for artifacts. The curatorial team
designed bilingual labels for each artifact in the exhibit, so that visitors unfamiliar with the
objects could understand what they were and how they were used. These labels were never
printed and copies of the document containing the labels were misplaced when changes in
museum staff occurred between 2009 and 2011. In the exhibit today, docents simply explain the
artifacts to visitors and survivors are already familiar with the artifacts. Judy Ledgerwood has
stated that perhaps the lack of description cards was never an issue because the artifacts hold
more meaning for survivors than for non-survivor visitors.

CHAPTER 6
GUIDED TOURS
When designing the exhibit, the museum team recognized that it would require additional
programming in order for the exhibit to fulfill the purposes they intended. The exhibit would not
be “complete on its own,” so they planned specific guidelines for exhibit tours. The museum also
instituted supplemental genocide awareness workshops and established an official Day of
Remembrance for the Cambodian genocide, which is hosted by CAI and NCHM every April. In
this section I will describe the museum’s plans for guided tours and then discuss observations
made while observing tours with several different types of groups.
Guided Tour Procedures
The museum intended for the RKF exhibit to always be experienced through guided
tours. In order to facilitate the storytelling aspect of the exhibit as well as dialogue, awareness,
and healing, the museum designed tour procedures for docents to follow as guidelines. Tours
would be guided by one or two docents, including museum staff, volunteers, and ideally
survivors. In preparation for the exhibit opening in September 2011, the museum held a training
meeting for docents who volunteered to guide tours on opening night and thereafter. The length
and pace of tours, “good tour guide” qualities (e.g. captivating, “energetic but appropriate,”

142
knowledgeable about the subject, confident), potential issues, and troubleshooting techniques
were discussed in the meeting. The length of time allotted for tours on opening night was limited
to 10-15 minutes, since the museum wanted to be able to show all the guests— in groups of 10
maximum— the exhibit while enticing them to come back to devote more time to viewing the
exhibit in detail. The time allotted for tours on regular operating days was set at 30-40 minutes, a
slower pace to grant visitors more time to view each photograph and artifact and to read text and
quotes with more attention. Docents were instructed to inform visitors on opening night that they
would receive a “preview tour” and to urge them to schedule full length individual or group
tours. Docents were also told to encourage visitors to ask questions during their tour, if they like.
Docent training also consisted of discussions of potential issues (e.g. someone asking a question
the docent does not know the answer to, someone becoming extremely emotional) and what to
do if they arose during a tour, and how to proceed respectfully if a survivor began telling a story
during a tour. The exhibit’s background (e.g. development from life histories, four themes,
layout), and videos of the exhibit were also explained. The volunteers were then led through a
“mock up tour” by one of the museum’s staff and given the opportunity to practice their own
tour walk-throughs with a “mock up audience” (i.e. the other volunteer docents and museum
staff present), after which they were given feedback on how to improve (if necessary). The
intention was to “minimize imposing/institutionalizing [the museum’s] purposes, while also
clearly sending [its] message of genocide awareness and advancing human rights” (Watanabe
2013). The planned sequence for a tour would begin with showing visitors the 4-minute
documentary introduction video—providing the historical context to the rise of Democratic
Kampuchea— proceeding through each exhibit section (i.e. intro, one, two, three, four, How did
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I survive, Vann Nath tribute), and then ending with the memorial. The docents (volunteers or
1

museum staff) and/or survivors would discuss each section’s theme, share stories, explain
artifacts, and answer questions. The everyday implementation of these procedures is somewhat
consistent, but varies slightly depending on the docent(s) and visiting group.
Sample Tour: a High School Group
On the afternoon of May 28, 2015, a group of 12 students and their teacher from a
Chicago area high school visited the museum to receive a guided tour by a docent and the
docent’s mother, a survivor of the Killing Fields. The students had recently learned about
genocide in their class and had gone on a field trip to the Holocaust Museum in Skokie, IL. The
docent, a volunteer museum staff, informed me of the tour earlier that morning and invited me to
join the group.
The tour began with a viewing of the 4-minute introduction video in the museum’s
basement, where the museum and CAI sometimes host classes for the community.2 The
basement has a classroom-like design with children’s mats, toys, and learning supplies at one end
and tables and chairs arranged around a TV on a rolling stand at the other. As the students sat in
front of the TV, the docent gave them two handouts: the exhibit’s title flyer, which contains a
brief abstract about the Khmer Rouge and the purpose of the exhibit which states that the exhibit
“honors not only those who died but also those who survived to keep their memory alive,” and a

1

Some CAI board/NCHM staff, particularly Kompha Seth, wanted the memorial to be visited between Sections 3
and 4 of the exhibit, rather than at the end of a tour, so that it would be more integrated into the exhibit. Sometimes
this is the case. In other cases, the memorial may be viewed first, before touring the exhibit.

2

Whether or not this video is shown to a group depends on the time availability and background knowledge of the
visitors (e.g. if a group is a class of college students who have already learned about Cambodian history, this may
not be necessary; if a group has time constraints, the video may be cut from the tour).
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group tour questionnaire with ten questions regarding the exhibit’s contents. After watching the
3

video the group was guided back upstairs to the museum and into the introduction section of the
exhibit. Huddled in the narrow space of the intro section and overflowing into the gift shop area,
the group listened quietly while the docent introduced herself as a 1.5-generation Cambodian
American born in a refugee camp. She expressed how she felt she had become “Americanized”
since she was raised in the US, mentioning that her English is better than her Khmer speaking.
Still standing in the intro section, she reminded the students to consider the questions on the
handout as they walked through the exhibit. She then highlighted the map of Cambodia on the
wall of the section, drawing attention to Phnom Penh, Angkor Wat, and the areas where the US
bombing occurred. She explained that the bombings served as an incentivizing strategy for the
Khmer Rouge to gain recruits who were scared and/or felt resentment towards the US. She
continued on, stating how the Khmer Rouge gained momentum in rural areas and provinces first
and that the reason Phnom Penh was last to be taken over was because the US soldiers were
based out of Phnom Penh and when they pulled their forces out of Southeast Asia they
“abandoned Cambodia to the Khmer Rouge.” She then referenced back to the introduction video,
which showed that people initially thought the Khmer Rouge were liberating them but soon
found out otherwise. The docent did not mention the survivor biographies nor photos on the wall
of the introduction section,4 and instead moved directly to Section 1 “Clearing the Cities,”
immediately drawing attention to the uniforms which stripped everyone of their individuality.5
3

The questionnaire handout, somewhat like a quiz, is used more commonly with school groups, particularly high
school age.

4

Generally, docents will explain who these survivors are, if not in detail at least to say that the exhibit shares their
stories throughout each section, and/or that their life histories formed the foundation of the exhibit.

5

Other docents may draw attention to the title panel wall with the picture of a woman and children on a cyclo first
and explain the evacuation before describing the uniforms and other artifacts in the section.
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As the students filed into the first section, the docent explained that the museum opened in 2004
and the exhibit in 2011, stating that it was organized into four themes and that all the artifacts in
the exhibit were from or re-created in Cambodia to represent objects from the period.6 The
students remained silent as she referenced the introduction video again and explained more about
the evacuation of cities in 1975 when everything was shut down. She made a point to emphasize
that hospitals were emptied of all patients and banks were closed because they were considered
to be distinctly Western and capitalist. In speaking of the population of Phnom Penh, at that time
two million people, she compared the emptying of the city in two days to that of completely
evacuating the current population of Chicago. Throughout the tour, the docent continually drew
references to everyday examples that the students would understand and relate to their own lives.
Before proceeding, she welcomed and introduced her mother who was in Phnom Penh on April
17, 1975, and asked her to tell the group a little about what it was like on that day. Speaking
softly, the survivor began sharing her experiences of the evacuation, how she and her family
were forced to grab whatever they could carry and leave, how they thought they would return but
it turned out they could not, how they were forced to go work in the rice fields, how all the
children were taken away, and how kids were tricked into incriminating their parents by telling
the Khmer Rouge if they were cops, military, or teachers. Then the docent explained how some
of the first victims were caught and killed because the Khmer Rouge set up checkpoints along
the evacuation routes and told people to write down their biographies (e.g. what they did, who
they were, their level of education, who their family members were), which turned out to be a
6

Some docents simply explain what the artifacts are and what they were used for. Some tell whether they are
“authentic” or replicas. Others provide a story with their explanation (i.e. a survivor’s memory of the artifact during
DK); this can occur as a firsthand recollection from a survivor docent, or as a secondhand story told by a docent who
heard stories from survivors.
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ploy to determine who should be sent to be “re-educated,” which was code for execution. The
survivor communicated that the Khmer Rouge asked people what grade they were in or what
educational level they had attained and how the Khmer Rouge considered third-grade to be
“okay” because at that level a person could not yet read or write but a fourth-grade education (or
higher) was considered “bad” because it was assumed that if a person could read and write then
they could resist or betray the Khmer Rouge. The docent did not explain the other artifacts in the
section before moving to the next section.7
As the group moved forward to Section 2 “Destroying Society,” the docent drew
attention to the red Khmer Rouge slogan banners, stating that they were proof that the Khmer
Rouge had no regard for human rights and considered people only as laborers and slaves, to
which the survivor agreed. In this section, the survivor began telling stories of her experiences,
such as having to work even when she was sick, having to work and live with strangers, and
being afraid to go to sleep because the Khmer Rouge might come to take her away at night and
wondering what she may have done wrong. She also spoke of how people were killed in front of
her and how they were only given rice “soup” to eat but that it was not enough. The docent then
reminded the students about their questionnaires and continued to explain how this section is
about how the structure of the country was broken down, starting with families. Angkar replaced
the family and became the new “parents.” She explained how everyone was divided into work
groups based on age and gender.8

7
8

Generally, docents will explain the two types of hammocks and the lunchbox and spoon.

In other group tours, especially ones with survivors, the wooden dirt-carrier/yoke artifact in Section 2 is
highlighted. Kaoru Watanabe has said that every survivor who walks through the exhibit picks up the yoke and starts
to tell stories about how they used this type of tool during the Khmer Rouge time.
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The group moved toward Section 3 “Constant Fear” and the docent described how the
Khmer Rouge instilled fear and paranoia and tried to get people to turn on one another because
that was how they could keep people under their control. She told the students how nostalgia for
old times was not allowed and people were killed for having “memory sickness” (i.e. talking
about life before the Khmer Rouge). She gave an example saying, you could not talk about how
you used to go to school, or had a crush on a boy or girl, or about going to your favorite concert
or movie; if you did you could be executed. The Khmer Rouge did not allow this because these
types of memories could promote hope. At that point one student spoke up, asking if there were
any stories of people hiding diaries or other things that people used to express themselves. The
docent replied, no, unless they buried such items, and used the question as an opportunity to
reference the documentary film, The Missing Picture, by Rithy Panh. She told them how the film
explained that if people were caught with a book, pen, or paper, they were said to be stealing
from Angkar, because such items belonged to the regime; and the same went for fishing or
picking extra fruit for one’s family, even if they were starving. She then pointed out the medical
artifacts9 and explained that Western medicine was prohibited but folk medicine, such as cupping
and coining, were allowed because the Khmer Rouge considered these practices to be “pure
Khmer.” She demonstrated what cupping and coining are and mentioned that cupping is popular
among some celebrities now.
At this point the teacher interjected, saying that they had to leave soon. With time
limitations in mind, the docent led the students into the memorial next. As the group walked into
the memorial, the docent told them how this was the only memorial of its kind in the US and
9

This docent did not explain the cauldron and spoon artifacts or communal dining. Other docents may emphasize
these artifacts over the medical ones or discuss both.
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explained that the glass panels were etched with the names of people who did not survive the
Khmer Rouge; that the 80 panels represented the two million people who died during that period;
that the ceramic urn was made in Cambodia and contains water and soil from Cambodia; and that
the seven candles symbolize each day people were killed during the Khmer Rouge.10 One student
asked if the names were of actual people, or just symbolic, and if they included full names. The
docent explained that they are the names of actual family members of survivors who now live
mostly in the Midwest and that the names are written in Khmer; she explained that Khmer is the
national language of Cambodia.11
She then began leading the group out of the memorial and back to the gift shop area. As
they passed by Section 4 “The Killing Fields” she briefly told them how Tuol Sleng was a high
school turned into a torture prison by the Khmer Rouge and given the code name, S-21.12 The
docent did not mention the “How I Survived” section.13 As they walked down the hall, passing
Vann Nath’s sketches, she explained who he was and that he survived because he was an artist
and the Khmer Rouge wanted him to paint their portraits. The tour ended with the students
10

With many groups, visitors are invited to participate in a ritual, which typically includes them lighting the seven
candles and a moment of silence. Visitors are asked to think of the lives that were lost during the DK years and
about the current situations around the world in which people are suffering. When Kompha Seth leads visitors to the
memorial he usually begins the ritual by ringing a Buddhist bowl and requesting the spirits to bless their “special
guests who care about the suffering of people…and for the work they [do] for the sake of people who have no
voice” (K. Seth, December 4, 2015).

11

Sometimes docents inform visitors that the front 13 panels are currently filled with approximately 300 names
each, totaling close to 4,000 names, and that the museum accepts new names and donations to be engraved in the
panels that have not yet been filled. Name submissions are accepted from anywhere, including out-of-state and outof-country, and are engraved when there are enough submissions to fill a whole panel.

12

When time is not constrained, docents explain section four more in depth. Many describe the living conditions in
Tuol Sleng and death toll of the Khmer Rouge period. Some explain how people imprisoned at Tuol Sleng were
tortured until they gave false confessions. Often, the paintings in the section draw particular attention, especially the
one that portrays a man making manure from human waste since it calls to mind the memory of strong smells and
being forced do unimaginable work.

13

Typically, docents skip over the “How I Survived” section with no comment since it is incomplete; others make a
brief comment on what would be showing if the videos were complete.
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congregating in the gift shop area to fill out their questionnaires. The docent encouraged them to
walk around and to ask her questions. The students talked with one another and with their
teacher and the docent. One distinct conversation was between a few students, the teacher, and
the docent, about the differences and similarities between the Cambodian genocide and the
Holocaust.
Conclusions
Participant observations of multiple tours, given to various types of groups by different
docents, illustrate how guided tours actually happen in a daily context. What tours consist of
depends on the visiting group’s time availability, background knowledge of Cambodia, and
particular interests. The sequence in which the exhibit sections are viewed depends again on the
group and sometimes on the personal preferences of docents.14 When group tours are scheduled a
form must be filled out that asks what the group is specifically looking for in the tour and the age
range of the group members. For example, the form asks scheduling visitors to:
Please indicate what you would like to do and discuss on your visit:
o Museum exhibit and memorial tour
o Personal narrative by a survivor of the Killing Fields (Honorarium: $20)
o Group dialogue on (check all that apply):
o Immigration and Refugee Issues
o Arts, Tradition, and Cultural Heritage Cambodian American Experience in
Chicago
o History, Causes, and Aftermath of the Cambodian Genocide
This allows tours to be catered to each specific group. Whereas a high school group is described
above, other tour groups include: survivors giving tours to their children or friends, college class
field trips, nonprofit human rights organizations, and fund raising events (e.g. a group of 2nd
14

Docents can be 1.5 or 2nd generation Cambodian Americans, 1st generation survivors or evacuees, or non-Khmer
volunteers or museum staff.
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generation Cambodian American college students gave tours one night to raise funds to fly to
Long Beach, CA for a conference on Khmer Studies). The photographs, artifacts, and other
elements of the exhibit that are emphasized in a guided tour depend on each docent. Particular
photographs and especially artifacts often elicit stories shared by survivors, or by a non-survivor
docent on behalf of a survivor. Often a survivor docent will highlight an artifact or photograph
that evokes a powerful personal memory of which they can share a story about with the group.
For example, while touching the dirt-carrier in Section 2, one survivor, who was a young boy
during the DK years, told a group how he remembers his three sisters working on the damn
portrayed in a small photograph in the section. Another time, a survivor picked up the whip in
Section 3 and told how it used to be used on cows but during the Khmer Rouge time it was used
on people working in the rice fields. One survivor explained how he remembers the large
communal cauldron used to make rice soup and how he could only get one scoop each day, but
that most of the time he did not see any rice in the soup, it was basically water and the flavor of
rice. “These kinds of objects will bring their own stories naturally, and storytelling and dialogue
starts between [for example] children [of survivors] and parents” (Kaoru Watanabe).
For these reasons, guided tours of the exhibit are flexible, each one varying slightly. As Kaoru
Watanabe has explained: “If there are survivors [in a tour] they start telling you their own stories.
And each time [the tour] is different. [Survivors] decide what they want to tell and what they
don’t want to tell. They have their own freedom to tell their stories.”

CHAPTER 7
ANALYSIS & CONCLUSION
This thesis set out to explore how the Chicago Cambodian community represents the
Cambodian genocide and memorializes the losses of the Khmer Rouge period in the context of
the Remembering the Killing Fields (RKF) exhibit produced by the National Cambodian
Heritage Museum and Killing Fields Memorial (NCHM) and the Cambodian Association of
Illinois (CAI). This thesis sought to reconstruct the process through which the collection and
curation of survivor memory and documentary objects were used to produce the survivor
narrative of the RKF exhibit. This research also focused on the negotiations, challenges, and
decisions that occurred between the groups involved in the exhibit’s design— multiple
generations of Cambodian Americans on the museum’s board/staff and CAI’s board/staff,
scholars/museum professionals on the museum advisory committee, and other survivors in the
Chicago Cambodian community.
After conducting interviews and collecting documents from the NCHM archive, I was
able to gather enough information to reconstruct the process of the RKF exhibit development. I
anticipated finding that, as in Trouillot’s work, power relations had an impact on the production
of the exhibit and the narrative it presents, particularly when involving competing views of the
individuals involved in its creation. I expected to find that some artifacts, images, and other
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design elements caused some disagreement between these individuals and that certain
compromises had to be made in order to complete the exhibit. As seen in Thompson’s analyses, I
anticipated finding similar negotiations regarding evidence and religious sensitivities. What I
found was that for NCHM this tension was more about a dual audience and goals of education
and memorialization, rather than legal evidence and religion per se. I also anticipated that
Trouillot’s theoretical framework would help to find what voices and silences were created in the
production of the RKF exhibit and the narrative it conveys. In addition, I expected data from
participant observations to show that the Cambodian community in Chicago utilizes the exhibit
and memorial as a public space to honor the spirits of loved ones they lost during the Khmer
Rouge period, and that the museum became a space where their losses could publicly be
recognized. I found that creating the memorial and museum, and specifically the RKF exhibit,
has had this intended outcome. Through the telling of survivor stories and by incorporating the
memorial into the exhibit members of the Cambodian took ownership of the exhibit. The exhibit
also led to the official state recognition of the Day of Remembrance, and by extension the
Cambodian community, by the State of Illinois.
The RKF exhibit is a visual and written narrative formed from survivors’ memories. The
project of creating the RKF exhibit began with the collection of oral life histories from 50
survivors, but as Langer’s theory of deep memory illustrates, oral narratives can be disjunctive
and disoriented. Conversely, Langer asserts that written narratives provide certain literary tools,
such as narrative voice, description, characterization, and more. The RKF exhibit provided the
curatorial team and others involved with these literary tools, as well as other curatorial and visual
tools such as photographs and artifacts. The process through which these oral testimonies

153
became an exhibition—transcribing, coding, selection of key themes, etc.— gave them the
structure, order, and control that Langer, Ly, Chandler, and Brison maintain comes from
producing written narratives. The exhibit became a medium through which survivors and the
Cambodian community could gain control over traumatic memories, as well as make sense out
of their traumatic past. The constructed narrative of the exhibit has the potential to give
survivors— who participated in the original life histories, who contributed to the exhibit’s
creation, and/or who visit the exhibit today— a method to reclaim some control over their
recollection of traumatic memories (Brison 1999; Langer 1991; Ly 2008). Even more than the
written aspects of the exhibit’s narrative, the photographs and artifacts— provided by the
curatorial tools of museum exhibition— included as part of the exhibit’s visual narrative help
evoke survivors’ memories, while lending them the structure and grounding that Langer argues is
often absent from strictly oral narratives.
The team of students and scholars who originally analyzed the interviews, and later the
curatorial team who organized the interviews into structured themes for the exhibit were able to
weave together individual survivor memories into a perceived order producing a coherent
collective narrative. The exhibit’s narrative resembles other forms of Cambodian American
memory work, for example Yamada’s work on survivor testimonial autobiographies. Yamada
argues that these autobiographies follow a similar pattern, a three-part temporal-spatial format
that structures the narrative in a before, during, and after sequence. The narrative produced in the
RKF exhibit begins with the introduction video, which discusses the political events that
triggered the rise of the Khmer Rouge, and the biographies of six survivors, which provides a
brief glimpse of the personal lives of individuals before the Khmer Rouge came to power. The
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four main themes of the exhibit— which form the bulk of the narrative like Cambodian survivor
autobiographies— cover life experiences during the Khmer Rouge period. The last part of the
format (i.e. the period after the Khmer Rouge) is fulfilled in the exhibit through the video of
survivors telling how they survived— although this has technically never played because it was
never completed— and by the Vann Nath obituary, which provides a brief glance of his life, art,
and advocacy work after the Khmer Rouge period, as well as mention of the tribunal’s
conviction of Duch in 2010, which Vann Nath lived to witness.
In the process of producing the narrative of the exhibit the key actors who produced the
exhibit had to address the question of whose stories should be included and whose should not.
Trouillot’s theory on the production of historical narratives can be used to discuss how voices
and silences were created in this process. Trouillot’s outline of the four moments in which
silences are created in the production of narratives can be used in the case of the production of
the RFK exhibit narrative. First, the moment of fact creation can be seen as the selection of
participants and collecting the original life history interviews. The individuals who told their
stories at this level were residing in the Chicago area, and therefore it could be argued that their
voices are raised while the larger Cambodian community voice (i.e. outside of Illinois) is
potentially silenced. Second, the moment of fact assembly takes place when the original
interviews were analyzed and coded. Third, the moment of fact retrieval is the synthesizing of
individual survivor memories (in the form of coded themes) and historiographic text and
photographs to form a collective survivor narrative. I would argue this point in the production of
the narrative removes the potential silencing of the larger Cambodian community in the US. And
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fourth, the moment of retrospective significance (when a narrative is finally produced) is the
final production of the narrative as museum exhibition.
Since this narrative would be presented in the form of a museum exhibition, limitations
of space were a factor, so NCHM could not possibly include all 50 individual stories from the
original life history interviews but they still wanted to incorporate multiple perspectives of
survivors. Linenthal’s observations on the question of inclusion at the United States Holocaust
Memorial Museum can be used to discuss this point. The creators of the Holocaust museum were
faced with the question of whether to include only Jewish stories, or to also include the stories of
other groups persecuted during the Holocaust. When selecting whose stories to tell at the
individual level of the narrative in the RKF exhibit (i.e. to choose individual quotations), initially
Khmer Buddhist survivors were the only stories included, although these survivors were from
different socio-economic backgrounds and regions in Cambodia. The museum went back and
specifically added a Cham married couple’s story because they could give voice to the Muslim
minority group in Cambodia. Schlund-Vials work on Cambodian American memory work can be
used to see how an individualized focus can destabilize essentialized notions of refugees as
merely victims and instead allow them to be seen as survivors. Some survivors who have viewed
the exhibit have expressed that it tells their stories with dignity and that it does “not portray us as
victims” (quoted in Watanabe 2013). The voices of other victims and survivors who experienced
the Khmer Rouge period— including other minorities, survivors who do not reside in Illinois,
and the deceased— are represented through the collective narrative of the exhibit, which is
supplemented by historiographic text in the exhibit’s panels. Kompha Seth and others have said
that the exhibit tells the story for those who have no voice (i.e. those who did not survive).
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Additionally, through interviews it was expressed that the Cambodian community has taken
ownership of the exhibit and that survivors who visit the museum use the exhibit to tell their own
stories in relation to the exhibit’s themes, which demonstrates the effectiveness of the exhibit’s
collective narrative to reach those community members whose individual stories are not
specifically told but who nevertheless relate to the overall narrative told by the exhibit.
Trouillot’s concept of a “community of records” can be used to show how the family members of
the deceased, as well as community advocates and archival institutions, can return voice to
victims who did not survive by documenting, telling, and bearing witness to their stories.
Another layer of the survivor voice is present in the artwork featured in the exhibit. In an
interview, Anida Yoeu Ali, the exhibit’s graphic designer, expressed that Vann Nath’s drawings
are essential to the exhibit and that:
His artwork carries his personal handmade strokes with imperfect lines and crude
depictions— a resonance of his testimony to the atrocities. His images add a personal
voice and touch that balances nicely to the computer generated exhibition design with the
perfect fonts set and crisp rectangular edges of the photos and color blocks.
The voice of the perpetrator, the Khmer Rouge, is carefully selected, limited, and controlled in
the exhibit’s narrative. The only presence of a Khmer Rouge “voice” is represented by the
slogans of Angkar in banners throughout the exhibit, individual voices of soldiers or leaders are
not included, which to a certain degree contributes to the construct of Khmer Rouge as singleminded, emotionless perpetrators. This control over the Khmer Rouge voice, places the voices of
survivors in the position of power. The narrative of the exhibit is told from the perspective of
survivors, privileging their voices rather than silencing them. Trouillot’s theoretical framework
would suggest that since survivors are the ones who ultimately determined how to tell the
narrative— what was included and not included— they are placed in the position of power. If the
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roles were reversed (i.e. if the Khmer Rouge leaders were telling the story), the Khmer Rouge
leaders would likely attempt to silence survivors’ voices by asserting that the KR regime’s
ideology and actions were justified, or by denying the existence of the genocide all together.
The question of who the audience of the exhibit should be and what should be the goals
of the exhibit are two interrelated factors that affected many aspects of the exhibit’s production.
Thompson’s observations regarding the double bind that curators or exhibit design teams can
encounter with this type of exhibit are helpful here. Thompson observed dissimilar expectations
between Khmer and Western audiences. Linenthal observed a similar issue in the creation of the
United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, where the museum designers had to accommodate
dual audiences (i.e. survivors of the Holocaust and the American public). In the case of the RKF
exhibit, the museum constantly asked who their primary audience should be: survivors, who
knew too much about the period already, the general American public, who knew next to nothing
about the Khmer Rouge period, and/or younger generations of Cambodian Americans who fell
somewhere in between the previous two audience groups. This point addresses the research
question of how the museum balanced efforts between multiple audiences/goals of
memorialization and education in the RKF exhibit. In order to find a balance, to accommodate
each of these audiences, the RKF exhibit adopted multiple goals including: 1) to honor the dead
by memorializing the Khmer Rouge period; 2) to prevent such atrocities from happening ever
again by remembering and documenting the past; 3) to bring healing to survivors and the
community as a whole, which involves seeking justice and acknowledgement of what happened
and what was lost; and 4) educating the general public and raising awareness of human rights
issues. Accommodating multiple audiences and meeting multiple goals was not achieved easily.
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The museum had to incorporate certain elements for one audience that may not have been
viewed as necessary for another audience group (e.g. adding an Intro video for audience unaware
of Cambodian history, incorporating the memorial into the exhibit). At times consideration of
both audiences required the same action (e.g. carefully deliberating the amount of photographs
showing violent/graphic images to minimize the risk of emotional distress of survivors and
younger student audiences). In many instances, the goals for and audience of survivors were
considered above all others and in some cases compromises were made.
The memorial is one aspect that serves as part of the “double discourse” of the exhibit
belonging to the spirits and survivors as well as having the purpose of providing education and
symbolic evidence of the Khmer Rouge atrocities (Thompson 2013). The memorial makes the
exhibit accessible to both the spirits and the living visitors (Khmer and non-Khmer). The
Cambodian community certainly behaves as though the spirits are in fact in the memorial. The
memorial is treated as a sacred space, adorned with Khmer Buddhist symbols and objects, where
offerings are brought, blessings are requested, and rituals are performed. The memorial
memorializes the dead and offers survivors the opportunity to remember their loved ones while
simultaneously serving as a symbolic representation of the death toll of the KR period, which is
visible to non-survivor and non-Khmer visitors as well. One survivor stated that the memorial’s
clear glass panels “symbolize the souls of victims” and the memorial is filled with “living
things” such as water and earth from Cambodia in the urn, fire from the candles, and air in the
memorial space. The memorial and the urn, in particular, may help alleviate some of the worries
Cambodian survivors felt when initially fleeing Cambodia to resettle in the US, that is, what
would happen to the spirits of their loved ones who died during the KR time and were denied
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proper Buddhist funerals; would they be doomed to wonder Cambodia forever, could they travel
the distance across seas to the US following their living family members. As physical elements
from the homeland, the earth and water inside the urn may act as a bridge connecting Cambodia
and the US. To offer another explanation, the memorial’s urn may act as a substitute for a
Theravada Buddhist reliquary tradition in which ashes of the deceased are contained. In the
absence of victims’ ashes, the urn and its contents act as an alternative way of honoring the
spirits in a culturally appropriate manner. As a whole, the memorial symbolically restores these
rites and honors victims who had their lives taken by the Khmer Rouge. Over the years of its
existence, the memorial has possessed various key Khmer cultural symbols, such as white
funerary flags, funerary music, a Bodhisattva statue, offerings of incense, flowers, and food
(brought by community members), a poster of Pali and Khmer scripts, a framed head of the
Buddha, a Khmer ceramic urn, and more. Similar to what Needham, et al. observed in the
videoconference setting, the inclusion of Khmer symbols can help set the appropriate tone for
sensitive spaces. The presence of Khmer symbols— particularly funerary ones such as white
crocodile flags (tŭang krâpoe sâ) and recordings of funerary chants— designates the museum as
a commemorative space and has fostered a sense of ownership over the memorial and museum
among the Cambodian community. Like Thompson observed in one of DC-Cam’s exhibits, these
Khmer symbols suggest to younger generations of Cambodian Americans that this is part of their
history as well.
The decisions and compromises made in the exhibit’s development came down to a
question of power relations between the key actors in the development process. This point
addresses the research question of how the museum/curatorial team dealt with the multiple, and
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sometimes conflicting, expectations for the exhibit by the various groups involved in its
development. Throughout the development of the RKF exhibit, there was tension between the
older first-generation survivors, the younger generations of Cambodian Americans (1.5 and 2nd
generations), and at times the non-Khmer museum professionals and scholars involved. The first
generation was influenced by their experiences during the Khmer Rouge period and their
identities as survivors. To some extent this was true of the 1.5 generation as well, although they
and the second generation, may be more influenced by American ideals because they were raised
in America. The non-Khmer museum professionals and scholars were influenced by American
concepts and museum practices. While this is generally true, it is important to note that all of the
individuals in these groups were influenced by multiple cultural and professional frameworks.
Coming to decisions and compromises was very complicated and the power relations were not
simply generational or Khmer/non-Khmer. For example, when it came to condensing quotation
text, the museum professionals involved stressed the necessity of cutting down text because they
felt visitors would not stand and read text for extended lengths of time. The process of cutting
down interview text into limited quotations was extremely difficult for the scholars and Khmer
survivors involved because this meant losing a great deal of detail and context found in the full
interviews. In the end, the exhibit is very text heavy in terms of historiographic information, but
is considerably lighter when it comes to quotations from the life history interviews. This suggests
that the museum professionals prioritized providing historical context (for non-survivors) and the
collective narrative over individual survivor stories. One proposed idea to ameliorate this
imbalance was to have the full interview transcripts and audio queued up in the museum library
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for visitors to read or listen to if desired. However, after the museum was downsized, the next
director closed the library for a time and this idea was lost or forgotten.
Debates, negotiations, and compromises arose with a number of other aspects in the
exhibit’s design and selection of elements. For example, the idea of inducing fear in visitors by
creating a replica of a Tuol Sleng prison cell in the basement was proposed by a 1.5-generation
Cambodian American on the museum board. Some of the other 1.5-generation individuals
supported this idea, while some did not. But the first-generation survivors and some of the
museum professionals were strongly against this idea, arguing that it was not necessary and that
it could possibly have negative side effects for survivor and young audiences from middle school
age and up. Another design element that seemed to be a strong idea to the younger generation
Cambodian Americans and to the museum advisors/designers was to include large map graphics
of Cambodia on the floor of the exhibit showing how people had been forcibly displaced by the
regime and the locations of mass graves throughout the country, but this concept was rejected by
the first generation because they felt that it would be disrespectful to step on a map of their own
country. This point demonstrates how certain Khmer cultural sensibilities, expressed especially
by the older generation, were involved in decision-making. Another example of a contested idea
for the exhibit was having a wall extension from the memorial and Section 3, constricting access
to the memorial and separating it from the exhibit (See Figure 39). The first generation survivors,
and especially Kompha Seth (an evacuee), disliked this idea and wanted the memorial to be more
incorporated into the exhibit. This point highlights the power of the first-generation’s voice as
well as the priority given to the commemorative goal of the exhibit and memorial. At one point,
before the wall extension idea was rejected, there was an idea to include Tuol Sleng prisoner
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mugshot photographs, which were acquired from the DC-Cam and TSGM archives, on this wall.
Including the mugshot photographs was also decided against, this time because of the 1.5generation’s voice. They were aware of the controversy that ensued the MoMA exhibit of the
same photographs and felt that including the photographs of unidentified victims would be a
form of exploitation. Another much debated topic was how to properly end the exhibition. Like
Linenthal observed with the Holocaust museum, NCHM debated whether to leave visitors with
the unsettling reality of the aftermath, with a connection to larger global issues, or with a more
uplifting end such as a message of resilience and of the present lives of survivors. Several ideas
were considered, including a tribunal section; a section drawing connections to other genocide
and human rights issues; a section on how people survived; a timeline of both historico-political
aftermath and of survivors’ lives after the Khmer Rouge; and eventually the Vann Nath tribute.
The tribunal idea was quickly dismissed because the survivors did not want to suggest that it
provided resolution. Many first generation survivors are strongly critical of the tribunal. Some
also felt that a section of the tribunal would veer away from survivors’ stories. Some of the 1.5generation Cambodian Americans and designers were displeased by the exclusion of the tribunal,
both as a section and when the timeline was cut, as they felt it was important to include it for
social justice purposes. The “How I Survived” section replaced the tribunal section idea in the
final exhibit, although this was left incomplete without the video clips playing. Initially, the
timeline seemed to be a well-supported idea by all members involved, but as the historiographic
text began to be written the first-generation survivors began to take issue with its contents and
how to word certain points on the timeline, especially political ones. The museum professionals
and scholars, as well as a number of the 1.5-generation, felt strongly that the timeline should be
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included in order to bring the visitors back to the present and to “speak to the future” and
“lessons learned.” In the end, the idea of the timeline was dropped, but with no explicit
explanation given by the survivors. Some felt that the exclusion of the timeline was ultimately
due to politics at CAI/NCHM and a particular Khmer way of (not) dealing with messy or
sensitive contentious topics. The Vann Nath Tribute section that concludes the exhibit, was
designed and installed last-minute just before the exhibit opening. The use of Vann Nath’s
drawings was initially opposed by NCHM/CAI because they could only acquire copies not
originals. But when Vann Nath died they supported the tribute idea, possibly because including
the prints of his drawings became more about memorialization than “authentic” evidence.1
Perhaps one reason determining a “proper ending” was so troublesome has to do with Ly’s point
that traumatic narratives resist being categorized into finished products. Perhaps this is due to the
fact that memories of trauma continue on with survivors well after the “end” of traumatic
experiences in the past. As Langer and Ly have shown, traumatic pasts do not stay in the past,
rather they affect survivors in the present in the form of “deep” memories that intrude into their
everyday lives. Often times the survivor voice— that of the first-generation survivors on the CAI
board— was given the final say. Sometimes the non-Khmer individuals on the museum advisory
board and curatorial team would simply back out of discussions and let the two sides of the
Cambodian generations come to a decision. In other cases the non-Khmer members just never
heard what the content of the final discussions had been— they only knew a decision had been
made when a part of the exhibit content was simply never produced— as was the case with the
timeline. Linenthal’s observations of similar debates that rose out of creating the United States

1

Refer to later discussion on “authenticity” and “truth” in this chapter.
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Holocaust Memorial Museum can help bring understanding on this point. Linenthal observed
that the commemorative voice of survivors was often given privilege over the educational voice
of academics and museum professionals because of their identity as survivors, they are the ones
who lived through these horrific experiences and survived. No matter how well an
exhibit/narrative is produced, with supplementary visual tools such as photographs, text, and
artifacts, non-survivor collaborators and audiences can only ever know about the experiences
conveyed in the narrative on an intellectual level; they are, to use Geertz’ term, “experience
distant.” Trouillot’s theory on voice and power differentials that enter into the process of
producing narratives can be used to understand this dynamic as well. Since the Cambodian
Americans were involved in nearly all aspects of the exhibit’s production and it is their stories
being told their contributions outweighed that of non-Khmer advisors and designers. Maintaining
control over all aspects of the exhibit’s development and how their stories were told placed the
survivors/community in a position of power (Trouillot 1995). An additional explanation for firstgeneration survivor’s voices outranking others, in particular those of second-generation
Cambodian Americans, relates to a Khmer cultural norm of age hierarchy. In Khmer culture,
older individuals have higher status than younger ones, which is enforced in daily contexts
through the use of kin terms (e.g. oum, p’oun) which identify a persons age in relation to their
speaking partner. In the context of making decisions for the RKF exhibit, it makes sense for the
younger generation individuals to defer to the elder generation individuals. This is also a way of
restoring a part of Khmer social order that was reversed during the Khmer Rouge period when
young soldiers were often the ones who controlled camps and enforced KR rules.
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The museum and CAI board wanted Cambodians to be involved in as many aspects of
the exhibit as possible— from the beginning stages of the life history interviews, to the design of
the exhibition and graphics, to the production of the introduction video, and to the selection of
artifacts, photographs, and etc. One of the only instances where there was less direct Khmer
involvement was in the initial coding stage of the interviews— which were primarily coded by
American students, in addition to one Cambodian American student and one non-Khmer
representative of the museum. However, it can be argued that the similarities between the
recurrent themes in many Cambodian survivor autobiographies and the themes that came out of
the interviews shows that the same themes would likely have been noticed if it were Cambodians
who coded the interviews. Insistence on maintaining Khmer control over the exhibit has to do
with ensuring the authenticity and perhaps “Khmerness” of the exhibit. In regards to the Tuol
Sleng Genocide Museum, Ledgerwood discussed the skepticism that arose because non-Khmer
individuals directed its design. Likewise, other non-Khmer designed exhibitions, such as the
MoMA S-21 photograph exhibit, have provoked controversies and disapproval (Simon 2011;
Thompson 2013; Schlund-Vials 2012). NCHM may have been trying to avoid engendering
similar skepticism, distrust, and disapproval. From the beginning, a major difference between the
RKF exhibit and other exhibits on the KR period is that the idea for the RKF exhibit originated
with and was carried out by the Cambodian community. Though the curatorial team and museum
advisory board included Khmer and non-Khmer, they were always conscious and respectful of
what the Cambodian community felt was right for the exhibit. Every idea was meticulously
considered and discussed, and receptive of community feedback.
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Maintaining Khmer control also has a connection to the desire, or rather need, survivors
felt to tell “the truth” about “what really happened,” which is related to emphasis on historical
accuracy and authenticity. In her observations of different Khmer Rouge exhibitions produced by
DC-Cam and Reyum in Cambodia, Thompson shows that there can be different approaches to
“truth”— either presenting an “absolute truth” or multiple interpretations of truths. In the case of
the RKF exhibit, the Cambodian survivors are presenting their truth by telling their personal
narrative, rather than presenting a critical account of multiple interpretations of what happened
(e.g. including the perspective of Khmer Rouge leaders and soldiers). The exhibit narrative
represents the truth of survivors’ stories, supplemented by historiographic details in the text
panels, but it is somewhat preferential since its incorporation of the Khmer Rouge perspective is
limited. In this sense, the narrative presented in the RKF exhibit fits more with Thompson’s
definition of an absolute truth, rather than expressing multiple interpretations of truths from
different points of view. Although, it could be argued that since the exhibit’s narrative is formed
from a relatively small group of survivors, it may not represent “the” absolute truth but perhaps
only one piece of multiple possible truths. This is one aspect that Trouillot’s framework
addresses as well— that is, how different levels of contribution to the production of the narrative
reveals who has the power to say what is included in the telling of history. In this case, Khmer
Rouge soldiers/leaders did not contribute to the exhibit’s narrative, so their perspectives are not
included. There are some stories in the original life history interviews that show how the exhibit
could have included more survivor stories that fit less with the usual narrative (singular truth).
For example, in their life history interview Ly Yoeu and Riya Yoeu, the Cham Muslim couple
featured in the exhibit, tell of how they were “protected” by a Khmer Rouge cadre: “We were
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Cham [Khmer Muslims] and Cham were known to be good fisherfolk. So I was sent to fish, even
though I had never fished before in my life; I was a teacher!” When the Khmer Rouge soldiers
that controlled his camp discovered he was a teacher, he and his family fled in a boat to another
area so they would not be killed. When they arrived, they were allowed to enter a new work unit
and were hidden by a “good hearted” Khmer Rouge cadre (in the new camp) from the Khmer
Rouge cadre of their old camp. This example demonstrates the potential the RKF exhibit had to
provide an alternative interpretation, although still from the survivor perspective, that varies from
the dominant “truth” accepted by survivors that all KR soldiers were mindless killers. This story
was actually selected to be included in the “How I Survived” section videos, but again this
section has not been completed. Regardless of whether the RKF exhibit is perceived by visitors
as an absolute truth or as one portion of a larger truth that encompasses multiple varying
perspectives, the museum and the survivors who contributed to the exhibit production view the
exhibit as their truth.
The RKF exhibit is more concerned with telling what happened than why it happened,
because it is focused on memorializing, remembering, healing, and educating. Unlike
observations of other Cambodian American memory work, such as the films Enemies of the
People and the videoconference dialogue or Rithy Panh’s film S-21 and book The Elimination,
the RKF exhibit does not provide reasons and meaning given by the Khmer Rouge. Instead, what
the RKF exhibit focuses on is what Yamada describes as a “truthfulness” that provides
“symbolic” evidence of the Khmer Rouge crimes through historical accuracy. The individual
survivor stories, the introduction film, the historiographic text, and the collective narrative
produced in the exhibit all emphasize historical accuracy or “truth.” Additionally, the museum
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team, especially the survivors, stressed the importance of having authenticity in artifacts (e.g.
shackles and rice cauldron from the DK period), because if the artifacts presented are “real” then
they represent what really happened, the truth. This provides a reason why the first-generation
Cambodian Americans did not want to include artifacts that were not “originals” (e.g. scans of
the Tuol Sleng documents and the Vann Nath drawings). These objects were not viewed as
“authentic,” so they could call into question the authenticity of the exhibit or engender disbelief
in the “truth” presented in the exhibit. The scans of documents from Tuol Sleng were not
included because they may not have been considered as authentic, but perhaps the issue was also
that they were from the Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum, which has been contested, and their
connection to the PRK trial. On the other hand, the “real” artifacts in the RKF exhibit that people
can view and even touch, allow them to come closer to understanding what really happened. Ty
Tim’s particular investment in acquiring “authentic” artifacts for the exhibit may stem from his
personal belief that the reason he survived the Khmer Rouge period was so that he could produce
this exhibit (Ledgerwood, personal conversation; Watanabe, interview). For the survivors
involved in the exhibit, there was a very personal need for the exhibit to be seen as truth. This is
their memory work, which becomes both politically significant in terms of contributing to the
evidentiary archive and personally/communally significant as a way of transforming trauma
(Yamada 2010).
In contrast to artifacts, the selection of photographs involved much back-and-forth
discussion between the NCHM/CAI boards and the curatorial team, especially while Judy
Ledgerwood was in Cambodia acquiring them from the DC-Cam and TSGM archives. Out of
hundreds of scanned photographs from the archives and photographs from personal collections,
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only 31 photographs ended up in the final exhibit. Again, part of choosing what photos to include
involved consideration of dual audiences and goals. In the end, none of the Tuol Sleng prisoner
mugshots were included, despite the fact that these photographs have become iconic
representations of the Khmer Rouge period across the globe. This decision was made by the
second-generation Cambodian Americans involved, partially because of the controversy that
followed the MoMA exhibit of these photographs. However, the Tuol Sleng prisoner mugshot
images have been incorporated in several other exhibitions and/or art projects2 in ways that do
not exploit the victims nor engender sensationalism, therefore NCHM’s decision to exclude these
images was also based on personal preference. Also, very few photos of human remains were
included. The photographs selected for the exhibit help facilitate the stories told in the exhibit
and represent the truth that these stories possess by showing viewers what really happened in that
particular moment. Like Thompson has argued, the photographs collapse time for both survivors
and non-survivor audience members, enabling them to see the past in the present. For survivors,
the photographs bring them back to that time by evoking memories. For other visitors, viewing
the exhibit’s photographs allows them to connect to the individuals in the photographs. For both,
viewing the photographs helps restore the humanity stolen from victims by the Khmer Rouge,
giving voice to their stories and remembering their lives, deaths, and losses (Thompson 2013).
For example, viewing a photograph of a children’s work unit, forces the viewer to “bear witness”
to the atrocities of forced child labor and stolen childhoods, which Yamada and others have
argued returns voice to those silenced during this inconceivable tragedy. Additionally, as
Needham and Quintiliani have demonstrated, the use of photographs is recognized as an
2

For further discussion of other uses of the Tuol Sleng mugshot photographs refer to Ly (2003 and 2008) and
Benzaquen (2013).
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appropriate and trustworthy way of depicting history in Cambodian culture, particularly in the
diaspora (Ottenheimer 2013; Needham and Quintiliani 2008). Cambodian Americans have
expressed that photographs convey truth: “this shows what happened [and] no one can change
them.” (quoted in Ottenheimer 2013:225).
The process through which the Remembering the Killing Fields exhibit was produced was
a long journey filled with contestation, negotiation, and wholehearted involvement of
Cambodian survivors, non-survivor Cambodian Americans, museum professionals, and
academics. The individuals involved in creating the exhibit, especially survivors like Ty Tim, felt
a responsibility to always remember what happened and to tell the stories of the dead and of
survivors. For NCHM, the permanence of the exhibit reminds us to never forget, always
remember so that this may never happen again. One survivor expressed in the life history
interviews that “Two million spirits are in the museum and memorial…We do not want it to
happen again.” Schlund-Vials has emphasized the resistive power to always remember. The
combination of all the elements of the exhibit, from artifacts, text, and photographs to graphic
and architectural design, are intended to evoke the kinds of thought and action in viewers that
help prevent such atrocities from happening again and counteract the indifference engendered by
historical erasure from public memory (Caswell 2014; Schlund-Vials 2012; Simon 2011;
Thompson 2013; Um 2012). Since the RKF exhibit is built on a foundation of survivor
memories, it has the potential to “destabilize essentialized national narratives of reconciliation
because of [the] incontestable connection [memories have] to the remembrance” of the Khmer
Rouge period (Schlund-Vials 2012a:806). Unlike national narratives produced by the Cambodian
government and the lack of acknowledgment by the US government, the narrative conveyed
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through the RKF exhibit does not ignore the part governments had in the destruction caused by
the Khmer Rouge taking over Cambodia. By producing the RKF exhibit’s survivor narrative,
NCHM ultimately resists the “forgetting” brought on by what Schlund-Vials calls the
“Cambodian Syndrome”—the combination of historical and political amnesia, on the part of the
US and Cambodian governments. Like other narratives and representations of the Khmer Rouge
period produced in Cambodian American memory work, the RKF exhibit emphasizes the
perspective of victims and survivors, representing their stories, acknowledging their pain and
losses, and giving them the power to hold those responsible accountable (Needham, Quintiliani,
and Lemkin 2015; Ollier 2006; Schlund-Vials 2012a/b; Um 2012, 2015; Yamada 2010). By
creating the RKF exhibit, NCHM hoped to achieve justice—if not through evidence alone,
through raising awareness; healing for the community through reclaiming control of their stories;
returning voice to the community of survivors as well as to the dead; and ensuring a future where
the younger generations will remember but not have to suffer from such atrocities as the Khmer
Rouge era (Watanabe, interview). The Remembering the Killing Fields exhibit became an
alternative reparative site in which those who died are memorialized, and the truth of the
suffering and survival experienced by Cambodian survivors is remembered.
Contributions
This thesis contributes to the fields of anthropology and museum studies, particularly in
comparative ethnographic studies of Cambodian diasporic communities. It also contributes to
other cases of memory work and museum studies involving refugee and immigrant communities
dealing with traumatic histories and how to document and present them. Additionally, the
Remembering the Killing Fields exhibit is a tremendous contribution to the body of Cambodian
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American memory work. By documenting the production of this exhibit, hopefully this thesis
will contribute to the sustainability of NCHM as it struggles to keep its doors open. I hope this
thesis can, in some small way, draw attention to this significant site of survivor memory and
community remembrance. I hope that this thesis will also raise awareness of the Cambodian
genocide in general and the experiences of Cambodian American survivors and communities in
the US, instilling them in our memories and provoking us to action against genocide around the
world and toward justice in the international global community.
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Quotations for Area 5 / How did you survive? Why are you alive?
TK 5: [when asked if she was afraid to die] I was. People want to live. I did anything I was asked to just to make
sure I could live. No matter how little I had to eat, I had to keep moving…During the regime, it was extremely hard.
Nothing to eat; I was scared of being killed. I needed to persevere (trow dae troam). Perseverance! (Troam!) There
was no way we could escape it. Only if we could, we would. If we could, we could. But, we couldn't. We had to
persevere as it went along.
TK 9: Finding his son on the street after the VN come: After the Vietnamese troops occupied, I came back from
Battambang to where I was living and I saw my son walking in the street. He was so small, skinny. I saw him and I
suspected that he was my son; I called him ‘Thyneun?’, and he replied ‘yes, daddy’ and he came to me. He was so
small. At that time, he was about seven or eight years old.
My mind and everything is with Cambodia, except my body is here. My feeling flies to Cambodia all the time. I
miss it.
K 1: I was walking on the dike of the rice field and secretly picked some rice grains. We did whatever to live to the
next day. Nobody noticed me. If the Khmer Rouge saw me doing that, I would be killed. I was free from danger
when they didn’t see me. The Khmer Rouge spied on my family too because my husband was a Lon Nol soldier. He
was forced to join the army. The Khmer Rouge assigned him to do everything—grow rice, make plows. They
wanted to see if my husband can do it. He could do it because he was a farmer. That’s why he survived the Khmer
Rouge period… Yes. People there did not know us, so we survived. The killers are mostly those who knew each
other. Some of his friends joined the Khmer Rouge, and my husband joined the Lon Nol government. They were
fighting each other. Those who joined the Khmer Rouge said if they win, they will kill all of us because we dropped
B-60 and B-80 on them. My child’s parents-in-law were killed by the Khmer Rouge. They were buried alive
because they were soldiers. I was lucky that we decided not to return to home village. But my husband died later. I
wondered why he returned to Cambodia from Khao I Dang. He served Serey Ka soldier and stepped on a mine and
died. At that time, Khmer killed Khmer too between those who lived in separate camps. If he had been with me, he
would have survived. Maybe he had to die.
K 2: One day when I was working in the rice field, I saw the Khmer Rouge cadres escorting a group of people to be
killed at O Taki. The Khmer Rouge cadres called all people who were working in the rice field to go with them.
Some of us thought that we were brought to be killed. We were walking on the dike of Veal Trea village. They
intended to kill us and just before they killed us the Vietnamese Army arrived. So we survived.
EM: I got hit on my head. Lucky people helped me or else I should have died back then…they purposely wanted to
kill me, but luckily there was the higher level people from the dining hall who helped me…those who had a big
position at the place they came and helped me. Or else I would have been killed then…[I was beaten with a] stick, a
big piece of wood. They tied me up and hit me. Luckily they helped me, or else I would already be dead. (laughs).
They took me to the hospital. But I already fainted because of the hit. The big guy helped me, but his subordinates
wanted to kill me. Those who were called-“Chlop” who always watched behind our backs. They were too violent
and attempted to kill people. But the top person helped me or else I would already be killed… We knew each other.
We were neighbor…we lived next door and they helped me at that time. That big person had also been a Lon Nol
soldier, but he quit to join the Khmer Rouge. No one knew that he used to be a soldier. So maybe the reason he
helped me was so that I wouldn’t tell others that he had been a soldier. Yes. That’s right.
K 8: On hiding that he had been a soldier: [Talking about another family] We didn’t know the reason why they took
them to be killed. I guess it was because of her husband who was trying to escape. But he had his army patches
[marks of rank, “sak” in Khmer]. And when he got caught by the Khmer Rouge they took the whole family to be
killed. As for me I didn’t have any patch, I only wore the casual clothes and worked at the rice field and pretended
not to know anything. (Laughs)… I was scared they would kill me. I went to Battambang and changed my army
uniform to civilian clothes. They didn’t recognize me. After that, they assigned me to work at the rice fields. I went
to work at Pursat too. I knew how to grow rice, look after cows and buffalo. So they thought I was really a farmer,
otherwise, I would have been killed.
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K 13: It was in the morning when I heard the noise of boats. The man, who consoled me, ran to tell me that our
country had peace now. Vietnam was helping. I didn’t believe it at first. He said those people weren't wearing black
but soldier uniforms. I was very happy. Within a week, my four kids somehow found their way home. It was like
Devada [angels, guardian spirits] guiding their way home. More boats were coming in along the stream first. Then, I
thought our country had peace. During that first week, Near-ra-day started to escape from the village to different
directions until it was very quiet. Nobody ordered us to work anymore. [taking very fast] Still, I was wondering how
come nobody woke us up in the morning to work…[she and her children and her mother set out in a small boat for
Battambang town. In the boat, she calls her mother “mak” deliberately; during the Khmer Rouge period, you could
only use the peasant term for mother “mae”, so using mak in a linguistic act of defiance, a sign that they are free
again].
K 17: Before the Khmer Rouge, I could pick 12 bundles of rice plant per morning, but during the Khmer Rouge I
was asked to pick 40 bundle of rice plant per morning. I was lucky, because I was the one who tied the bundle of
rice plants and others picked the rice plants. That’s why I could survive. During the Khmer Rouge, I was assigned to
work what I used to do before the war.
K 17: I would like to tell the next generation that my life experience was terrible. I tell you
because you did not live through it. People of my generation lived in hardship. Our country has
gone through many terrible periods. So the next generation must remember it.
Please listen to what I have said carefully and I want to say that you should learn more about the history of our
country. You have to find out why something happened in our country. Please listen to me and try to learn more.
K 19: I pretended to be crazy. Seated in a hut, I allowed my saliva to flow like the crazy people. I did like that
because I didn’t want to get killed. What I did was something that could be labeled as a traitor. That’s how I
survived until today. [this is when the KR tried to take him along as they retreated as the VN soldiers advanced, but
he had used this tactic of acting crazy to survive earlier in three different prisons/torture centers].
K 20: The Khmer Rouge asked me to do was beyond what a human could endure. If I had not done that kind of job,
I would have not survived. The villagers saved my life. I was lucky to survive because I was a teacher. About 15
teachers were killed—only 2 were left in my area. Villagers told the Khmer Rouge that I was a teacher of carpentry.
I kept the axe with me all the time. At that time I even put it under my pillow. I used it for self-defense. When the
dam was flooded, we all went to block the water. One Khmer Rouge cadre who carried a machete and a sword came
to me and told me to stop the water from flowing. I went to see why the water kept flowing. I noticed that cracks
made the water flow. I said nothing. I told that cadres that I need 30 people to help me stop the water. He agreed. I
told them to come with a hoe and basket to carry soil. When they arrived, I told them to carry soil to put on the dam,
pressing it until the water stopped flowing. The Khmer Rouge tried to see if I could do some physical work. I could
do it; that is why I survived.
K 23: One day, three military soldiers, with weapons in their hands, brought my home a letter. They popped into my
cottage, there were only a few women working inside it, so they continued to Father Vath’s house and asked about
me. Father Vath knew that they were about to bring me to be killed, so he said that there is no woman named N in
his community. Secretly, he told his wife to find me and hide me in the sugar cane fields. I remembered that one
month before they came to ask for my name, they also came to my cooperation and brought away a few of my
female friends. Only about 15 minutes after they brought them away, I heard gun sounds, and my friends were
killed. I believed that I was saved by Father Vath since he helped to hide me from the military man.
E 2: I lived in a village. Then all villagers fled away. My husband was not with me. I was with
my children. I was too sick to leave. Nobody told me to flee. Everybody had gone, except me. That’s why I
survived. Those who fled the villages were killed. [She had four small children and was sick, so she could not run.
The other people in the village tried to run away. The Khmer Rouge killed them all. That is why she is alive.]
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Potential Survival / Aftermath Panel –
6 Survivors’ Stories of how they survived
Thon Horm:
When asked why she thought she had survived the KR regime:
“I was just working and had very little to eat. I was thinking I would not be able to live much longer. I did not know
what would happen next. They ordered me to work; I worked. They gave me a portion of food; I ate that portion.
We just thought like that. Some died, some survived. That was it. That was it. Some fell to the ground and died.
Many died that way. We were starving. We thought we would not live long with so little to eat. If they kept
pushing us to work so hard, we would all be dying soon. What else could we do? As Khmer people say, it is our
destiny (tam vesana). If your age is meant to be long, then you will live a long life. That is what we believe.”
Nen Sok:
“My Dad didn’t want to throw away his I.D. He said maybe one day we would have good luck, so keep that. And,
my mom said, "Throw it away, throw it away!" My Dad didn’t want to and it was bad luck that they found it. They
said, "You’re a liar! You're a policeman!" My Dad had a picture with King Sihanouk when he gave him a service
award. My dad received a service award and wanted to keep it because he liked King Sihanouk. Sometimes he was
King Sihanouk’s escort. I said, "No, no, Dad!" He said, "No!" They found it. But he was lucky; why didn’t they kill
him? …Because he was working hard. …My Dad was working, and I was working hard too. I didn’t know how to
drive an oxcart, but I did well! …My Dad, he worked hard. You know, at that time, if you were working hard, they
liked you. So, I had to work. Maybe that's why [he survived].
“So every day we think about it. I don’t know how we could forget about that. Even when we sleep, we think about
the past… Why did my sister die? Why my brother die? Why my dad die? Why am I still alive?”
Horm Vin:
When her daughter fled the country to Thailand, she still had one small child, just able to walk, so she decided to go
back to Moung. But this youngest daughter died of illness. “So three children had died, plus her husband was four;
plus her two siblings, her father-in-law… after going home, one more,” she said. “If you ask me everything, if I tell
you everything, it is too much. My children died. My siblings died…I am completely out of tears…”
Ly Yoeu and Riya Yoeu:
“We were Cham [Khmer Muslims] and Cham were known to be good fisherfolk. So I was sent to fish, even though I
had never fished before in my life; I was a teacher! [laughs].” But this stereotyping helped to save him because the
people sent to fish could get a bit of extra food, enough that he could bring some home to his family – fish and
vegetables. He worked separately from the other work teams.
After he was found out as a teacher and his family fled, he was allowed to enter a new village and hidden by a “good
hearted” cadre in the new village they fled to. The cadre had him go and live with the single men on a mobile work
team, but allowed his family into the new work unit, thus effectively saving them.
Sen Chey:
He survived in part because a Khmer Rouge cadre showed him mercy. He gave him work assignments that were less
strenuous and gave him access to more food; once when people were being rounded up for execution, this cadre sent
him to another area. And when the regime collapsed, this cadre gave him about 50 kilograms of rice, which he
carried with him when he fled. Sen Chey said, “He is the one who saved me.”
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